           “DEATH STALKS DES MOINES,” trumpeted The Register headlines. Bethany slipped a quarter into the slot, pulled a paper from the vending machine and tucked it under her arm, intent on reading it during her afternoon break. According to this morning’s television news, Police were investigating another streetwalker-homicide and Bethany’s morbid curiosity was eager for details. Just the word ‘Death’ conjured tingles of fear skateboarding up her spine a reaction she thought unreasonable, in light of her beliefs, but one she was unable to control. 

“God bless,” Bethany mouthed, surprised by the unexpected splash of warm rain on her cheek. Quickly she pulled rain-spattered glasses from her face and stashed them in her jacket pocket before angling her face upward eager for the fresh scent and gentle touch of the spring shower. Sunshine turned each rainlet into a colorful prism and Beth smiled at the irony of simultaneous sunshine and rain. She drew rain-washed air into her lungs filling them to capacity with its essence, slowly savoring the experience until the tempo of the drops excellerated into a downpour, driving her to seek shelter. 


Using the folded newspaper she carried to shield her head from the swift onslaught, she wondered why she never had her umbrella when she needed it. Bethany increased her pace. Admitting the paper did little to protect her, she chuckled at her dilemma as she tossed the soggy mess into a nearby trash receptacle. Moving swiftly she headed toward her shop door. 


Even at her hurried pace she noticed the colorful array of umbrellas floating around her. Some people are always prepared, why not me, she quietly chided herself as she wove her way through passersby all scurrying to or back from lunch. A sigh of relief slipped from her lips when she finally ducked under the awning gracing her display window. Swiftly she opened her shop door and entered, taking great satisfaction in the tinkle of the overhead bell. Its cheerful sound gave her a sense of homecoming. This was her store, her secret dream-come-true and her chance at independence. Everything about this place filled her with pride. 


Hurriedly closing the door she turned, head bowed to keep her rain soaked hair from dripping into her eyes, and slammed into a rock hard body intent on exiting. “God Bless.” she murmured before looking up. “Adam, what are you doing here?” she said, not able to hide the resentment in her voice. “Playing detective for my father again?” Rainwater, seeping from her mop of reddish curls, dripped down the side of her face, dampening the scowl she aimed up at Adam. He looked so... so dry. 


She felt like a scruffy, soggy terrier under his scrutiny. His intense gaze momentarily unnerved her, then suddenly laughter flared in her eyes and she imagined being able to shake off the rainwater like most animals naturally do, drenching the immaculately dressed man in front of her. Attractive as he was, and she admitted he was attractive, he was just too neat, too perfectly put together for Bethany Bridgewater to take seriously.


“Hello Bethany,” he calmly said, not letting show the hurt her words caused, as he blotted the water from her face with a snowy handkerchief that appeared magically in his hand. She grabbed the cloth and wiped the drips from her eyebrows, forehead and the curls hanging down around her face. Feeling much less like a drowned rat, she gingerly offered, with two fingers, the soggy handkerchief back to its owner. Her eyes sparkled with merriment at his expression of distaste.


Wrinkles creased his forehead. He stared at the offending damp cloth for a full minute before accepting it. He shoved it in the pocket of his raincoat. “I do not spy for your father, Bethany,” he quietly said. She detected a hint of displeasure in his tone before he continued. 


“I came to purchase a gift for Amy Bell,” he said briskly and she understood that once again she had offended him with her accusations. 


I do that quite often, she thought, and wondered why. She always felt discomfited in his presence. She knew it was ridiculous but the very air in the room seemed to change when Adam entered. He brought with him an electricity the made her feel as if lightening were about zap the earth followed by an explosion of thunder. Today he also made her feel like a naughty, wet, disheveled child. In the three years she’d known Adam she’d never seen him with a hair out of place, rumpled clothing, or mismatched socks. He was too neat looking, too proper and for some unexplainable reason he seemed to tower over her even when she knew he stood only a pinch or so over five foot seven.


“Amy is the name of your current girl friend, right?” she said as he reached out to help her out of her sodden jacked. Retrieving her spectacles from the pocket she slipped them on then hung the wrap on a hook behind the counter. 


“Did Karen help you find what you want?” Bethany said turning to look at Adam through her water-speckled lenses. She jerked them from her face and attempted to clean them with the damp hem of her madras print full skirt.


“Let me.” Adam pulled a dry hankie from the inside pocket of his suit coat, huffed steam on each lens, and cleaned her glasses. He handed them across to her. 


“Thank you,” she said and shoved them back on, presenting Adam with a saccharine sweet smile.


“If there’s someone here by the name of Karen, she must be invisible. Another one of your scatterbrained employees?” he said to Bethany, watching as she hurriedly scanned the aisles looking for the clerk. 


“She needed a job. She has a baby to support,” Bethany firmly said, putting distance between her and Adam Addison. There was no way she was going to discuss her hiring practices with him. Just then a plump blonde emerged from the stock room, the baby strapped securely to her back. 


“Karen?” Adam said under his breath to Bethany. They both watched the blonde’s face register surprise at their presence.


“I didn’t realize you were back,” she said to Bethany. “The baby was hungry, I couldn’t put her off any longer. Now that you’re here I’ll finish dusting the stock.”


Bethany put off the confrontation she’d have to have with Karen until the two of them were alone, now, as rumpled and soggy as she felt, she needed to deal with Adam.


“This gift you want for your girl friend, what do you want it to signify?” She said and turned her attention back to Adam, briefly wondering why he’d want to present his sweetheart with an angel. The mental image of a sophisticated blonde, willowy and impeccably dressed, flashed before her eyes. Definitely Adam’s type she thought while waiting for his answer. 


“Amy Bell is the four year old daughter of my partner, and yes, she is my sweetheart. Jealous?” Adam watched Bethany’s face come alive with emotion, her eyes flashing fire at his remark. He wondered if she knew just how beautiful and special she was to him and he wondered, for the zillionth time, how she would respond if he told her he how he felt and that he thought her beautiful.


“Amy’s having her tonsils removed next week and she’s terrified. I thought she might get comfort from one of your Angels,” he patiently explained. Curbing emotions he’d suppressed for three years, he studied the myriad of figurines on the shelf in front of him in search of the perfect cherub. 


Once again Adam had succeeded in making her feel childish. Bethany took a deep breath and murmured, “sorry.” She led him to the back corner of the room and her display of curly haired child Angels. Their poses were different but each had a sweet dimpled face with a gamin smile, close-cropped curly hair and a crooked halo. She watched him swiftly chose the appropriate figurine, a tiny wide-eyed cherub sucking her thumb and cuddling a ring-eyed raccoon.


Adam watched Bethany hold the figurine carefully against her chest and briefly close her eyes. “What was that all about,” he quietly questioned when she opened her eyes and turned to walk back to the front of the store and the cash register. 


Bethany reached for a box and proceeded to wrap the gift. “I asked God to bless this Angel and its owner,” she quietly said. “Every Angel that leaves my shop has been prayed over, it’s an essential part of my business.” She impaled him with her eyes, challenging him to deride the simple practice.


“Thank you, Beth,” he said then leaned over to plant a quick kiss on her cheek.


She watched Adam depart, the brightly wrapped package tucked securely in his suit pocket, and absent-mindedly touched the spot where his lips had burned their imprint on her face. Would there ever be a day when Adam Addison did what she expected. She’d expected ridicule; he’d expressed appreciation. He had been her father’s Lawyer for three years now and his behavior still continued to surprise her.


The bell above the door sounded and several women entered the shop. Bethany shoved thoughts of Adam from her mind and went to wait on them. During the busy afternoon, she took time to speak to Karen about leaving the front of the store unattended. Together they worked out a schedule that aligned itself to that of the baby’s. Assured that it would never happen again, Bethany dismissed Karen early so she and the baby could go outside to enjoy the afternoon. 


Sunshine battled its way through the rain clouds painting gloss in its wake creating a sparkling cleanness to the city’s buildings and streets. Signs of spring had turned the early May afternoon into a day much too beautiful not to be enjoyed. Bethany would have closed early and gone off to sit in the park herself, but today there was an unusually large number of shipments to unpack plus a pile of bookwork to do.


At five o’clock she locked the door on Bethany’s Angels and went into the storage room to unwrap new merchandise, restock shelves and do her daily accounting. She hummed to herself as she worked, cherishing this quiet part of the day and enjoying the solace of time by herself. 


Bethany had encountered her first Angel shop two years previous when she visited Hannibal Missouri. Now she had her own store. Pride enveloped her, leaving peace in its wake. “Work, I must work,” she mused and unpacked box after box, saving the largest until the last. Anticipation at its contents filling her with Christmas-morning joy.

 
Cautiously she scooped foam peanuts from around the 36 inch winged figurine, her eyes glowing with pleasure at the life-like Angel that she uncovered. Wings formed of the softest of feathers nestled against the doll’s shoulder blades. Shiny deep brown curls, held together at the nape of her neck with a bright blue ribbon, cascaded down the child Angel’s back ending an inch below her waist. Her delicate features, sun-kissed coloring, smatter of freckles and softly curling lashes added to the beauty of her face. A chuckle of delight slipped from Bethany’s mouth and she traced the perfectly formed fingers wrapped around a baseball. Searching the box she found a small bat that fit into the doll’s other hand.

 
Bethany walked slowly around the figure, marveling at the precise detail of the doll and her clothing. A Levi tag adorned the back of the jeans. Two tiny, shiny, blue buttons secured the front of the blue and white striped blouse that was then tied at the waist exposing a perfectly formed belly button. 


“Bobby,” was stitched above the left shirt pocket. Some how the name seemed just perfect for this Levi’s-wearing Angel whose pant legs were rolled unevenly below the knee exposing smudged tennis shoes and stockings that fell rumpled at her ankles. The entire effect was so natural Bethany struggled with a desire to pull the doll into a hug. She sighed admitting silently that she was going to have a hard time parting with this child Angel. 


Bethany often developed special feelings for one of her Angels making it difficult to part with them. Now and then she indulged her emotions and took one home to add to her little sister’s growing collection.


Bethany carried this doll through the shop and made room for her in the display window. She was admiring the new window arrangement when she heard the clock chime the half-hour. “Sweet Lord. It’s six-thirty,” she muttered to herself. “I have to meet Brad in fifteen minutes.” 


She grabbed her purse and rushed to the rest room. She made a face at her scrubbed shinny reflection, wondering how she could have forgotten to step in earlier and repair the damage from her run through the late morning shower. 


She dug around in her purse and found a comb to swish through her matted hair. Blush, lipstick and a touch of mascara completed her task. She hurriedly brushed off the bits of foam clinging to her colorful though slightly wilted skirt, slipped on her black blazer, grabbed her wallet-bag, and checking the front lock to make sure it was secure, she rushed out the back exit. She took the backstairs up to the skywalk and turned toward the restaurant. 


Adolpho’s was already crowded. Once her eyes adjusted to the subtle lighting, Bethany spotted Brad at the bar. He was scowling down at his drink and Bethany assumed he was upset because she was late. “Brad...Brad?” She called his name twice before he turned to acknowledge her and she realized he had been miles away gathering moon dust.


His quick smile dimmed when he perused her attire. “You didn’t even bother to change for our date.” Bethany assumed his peevish tone indicated disappointment.


Brad checked his wristwatch, his scowl deepened. “You’re late again. I just don’t understand you Bethany. It’s just a store. A hobby, not your life after all.” He cupped her elbow with his hand and guided her toward the tables. 


They studied their menus while the waiter brought each a glass of water. Bethany figured she was in for another lecture and momentarily wondered why Brad hung around when he seemed so often to disapprove of everything she did.


“Another scotch,” Brad said and handed his empty glass to the waiter. “Bring the lady a glass of sherry...”


“Sparkling water, please.” Bethany interrupted. She smiled up at the waiter handing him her closed menu before he turned to leave.


“You could use a drink Bethany. It would help you relax.”


“I don’t like sherry. I don’t like alcoholic beverages, you know that Brad.”


“You’re so bourgeois. Once we’re married I’ll teach you some sophistication.”


“Married?” She sputtered in surprise. “Surely you’re not serious. We haven’t known each other that long.”


“It’s been five months Bethany.” His voice seemed to drown out the noise around them as he held her gaze and continued. “I fell in love with you the first time I laid eyes on you,” he reached across the table to cover her hand with his. “Come home with me tonight. Let me show you how I feel.” He smiled across at her hoping to entice her with the desire in his eyes.


Bethany analyzed the man seated across from her. He was the most attractive man she knew. His hair, so light it was almost white, contrasted nicely with his perfect tan. His eyes were the color of the sky after today’s rain had washed it clean and they had an intensity that drew you to look at him. His nose was slim, straight and not overpowering. He had well defined cheekbones, perfectly arched brows, an arrogant chin and a petulant mouth. 


He scowled more than Bethany would have liked; still he was nicely packaged and handsome enough to attract the attention of every other woman in the room.


 Brad managed his own computer software company and was rumored to be a multi-millionaire, not that that was important to Bethany. He was every woman’s dream date, especially hers, and Bethany wanted very much to be in love with him. She ached to feel that special romance-novel zing each time they touched. Wanted, just once, to feel lust.


Bethany knew everyone thought she was lucky to have caught the eye of Bradley Quinn, Des Moines rising star in the business world. But she was leery of him, of all young men if the truth were told. In the past most of the dates that hung around were more interested in her family’s wealth than in her. At least she didn’t have to worry about that with Brad. 


Although he was the image of the lover that roamed her fantasies and he wasn’t a fortune hunter, Bethany questioned his sincerity. Maybe the problem was that he tried too hard, seemed too eager. Brad was always pushing for some kind of compliment or commitment and maybe, Beth inwardly sighed, the problem is just with me. Beth just did not trust that any man could really be committed to her alone. Bethany sighed. Most women would love to change places with her. What’s wrong with me, she thought. Why am I always so suspicious? Andrea, her brain echoed a response.


Brad snapped his fingers in her face, demanding her attention. “Bethany, I asked you a question.”


She grinned at him sheepishly. “A question?”


“Come home with me tonight,” he said, his voice husky with longing. He turned her hand over and traced circles in her palm before out-lining each of her fingers with one of his own. An activity that set Brad afire but did nothing for Bethany but make her itch.


“Not tonight Brad. I have to go back to the store.” She pulled her hand from his, curled her fingers into a fist and hid her hand in her lap.


“I want us to be lovers and you keep putting me off. It’s driving me crazy. All you ever think about is that store of...” His conversation was cut off by the appearance of their meal.


The waiter placed their orders on the table, filled their water glasses and moved on. Brad forked a selection of salad ingredients into his mouth savoring the blend of flavors. He shuddered at the red-tinged juice flowing from Bethany’s steak.


“How can you eat that? It isn’t even fully cooked.”


“You’re the only man I know who turns up his nose at a good steak.” Bethany said. She forked a sizzling bite of medium-rare meat into her mouth and groaned with delight, unaware of how hungry she’d been. She ate with relish, savoring each piece. 


“You really plan to go back to the store tonight?” His tone held a touch of dismay, as if such commitment to work was unthinkable.


“Necessary.” She said, too busy scooping sour cream and butter into her baked potato and using her fork to work it into eatable consistency to be interested in conversation or his tone.


Once we’re married, he thought, nothing would occupy her time but me. First he had to find a way to get her to commit. Brad finished his Caesar salad and ordered coffee for both of them. After clearing the table, the waiter returned with a carafe of decafe. Brad filled both cups; handed one to Bethany then dumped a container of cream in his cup and stirred in two packets of sugar. He watched her sip at the hot black brew. She appeared more content and relaxed now that she had finished her meal. At least she no longer seemed in such a rush.


Brad slipped the small black box from his suit pocket. He reached across the table to set the box in front of Bethany. “Maybe this will convince you I’m serious and help you make up your mind.” He said, watching dismay cloud her eyes. Noting her hesitation he coaxed, “open it.”


The diamond was huge. It flashed a rainbow of colors, catching brilliance from the flame of the candles gracing their table. “Brad?” Her confusion, apparent by her puzzled expression and the tone of her voice, caused him to smile. Finally she looked up at him; “it’s beautiful.”


Brad reached for her right hand, drew the ring from the box and slid it onto her finger. “I want you to know I’m serious. I want you to wear my ring. Maybe you can stop thinking about your store long enough to think about marrying me.” He pushed back from the table, quickly walked around to her. Brad drew Bethany up into an embrace, holding her immobile letting her feel his desire before dipping his head to capture her mouth in a fierce possessive kiss.


Diners all around were clapping, much to Bethany’s embarrassment, when he finally released her. She pushed against his chest. “Everyone is watching,” she whispered. Feeling the heat of her blush stain her cheeks she quickly returned to her chair where she reached to slip the ring off her finger.


“Wear it. Think about marriage to me. You can give me an answer Sunday when we have dinner with your family.” Brad threw two twenties on the table, enough to cover their bill and a generous tip. “I’ll walk you back to the store,” he firmly said and ushered Bethany out of the restaurant.


Later, she sat at her desk and tried to concentrate on the day’s receipts but thought’s of Brad kept interrupting. He was getting more and more insistent with his kisses. His hands had been all over her tonight when he said goodnight. Still it was her lack of response that most terrified her. She thought of Brad as the man of her dreams, gorgeous and financially set, but when he touched her she felt nothing. She’d dated other men, kissed a few of them too, none made her feel anything like the romance novels she secretly read said a woman was supposed to feel. Did they lie or was she a misfit?



Bethany stared at the ring. Beautiful as the diamond was, it felt cold and heavy on her finger. It made her think of ice, cold hard ice. She looked at her desk calendar today was Tuesday. Brad wanted an answer from her by Sunday. She considered saying yes. Maybe she was one of those frigid, passionless, women; destined forever to fake emotions never felt. What if she wasted her life waiting for a magic that was just romantic hype; she would be cheated out of the family she wanted. 


She and Brad would create beautiful children she acknowledged while admitting to herself how important having children, a family were to her. Doubts gnawed, leaving her even more puzzled until she recognized the pointlessness of her jumbled thoughts and shoved them aside. Shaking her head, she determined to rid her mind of anything but the task in front of her. If she did not finish soon she would probably fall asleep right here at her desk.


Bethany agonized over Brad’s proposal through out the week. There was no one she could confide in or turn to for advice. She knew her mother was in favor of the marriage, she had been very vocal on the subject during their last phone conversation. Her father accepted Brad, already treating him like a member of their family. “Mrs. Brad Quinn.” She ran the words over and over in her head. She just could not make up her mind.


When Brad cornered her in the library Sunday with his gentle embrace and sweet kisses she became even more confused. His kisses did not make her tingle clear to her toes but they were pleasant and being held by masculine arms was nice. 


“Marry me Bethany,” he whispered against her ear. He slid his hands down her back, pulling her against his arousal. “Feel how much I need you.” 


“Yes,” she murmured, silently praying her spur of the moment decision was the right decision for her.


Brad covered her mouth with his own, devouring her lips. His tongue sought entrance to her mouth and he drank in her taste. “Let’s go tell everyone,” he said, totally unaware of how much Bethany wanted to wipe away his kiss. 


Brad was jubilant. Bethany Bridgewater would soon belong to him. He would have the family connections he wanted a good woman in his bed and the proper image for a Mogul in the business world. He would have attained his dream future.

