
  
    
  


  CITY OF LOVE


  By H. Gray


  © Copyright H. Gray 2012


  This is a legally distributed free edition from www.obooko.com


  The author’s intellectual property rights are protected by international Copyright law.


  You are licensed to use this digital copy strictly for your personal use only; it must not


  be redistributed or offered for sale in any form.

  

  ---------------------------------------------


  Kate sat at her desk, staring out the window at the city. She had only visited Johannesburg a few times in her life, and she had always thought the city to have a subtle, captivating beauty to it. But since moving to the bustling city it seemed different somehow; almost sinister. It was almost as if the towering buildings and buzzing city life mocked her efforts to make it her home.


  Kate’s husband, and father of her two beautiful teenage girls, had died in a motorbike accident a few months earlier, and after much deliberation she had decided to pack up the girls and move to the city. She had stayed with her sister and brother-in-law for a few months, landing a job as a debtor’s clerk at one of the local newspapers. After she had saved up a few months she went in search of a small apartment for her and her girls. It wasn’t at all easy though; rent in Johannesburg was costly, but her job paid well and if she budgeted well enough, she knew they would make it. And so she settled on a little flat with two rooms, close to her work and the girls’ school.


  She had always wanted to move to Johannesburg, but her husband had refused. Having been brought up in a small town, Kurt had hated city life and though Kate herself came from a small town, she loved the city and it had always been in her heart.


  Getting used to city life after living in a small one-horse-town was quite a task, but with the help of her sister and brother-in-law she had managed. Though she was used to it now, she still didn’t quite feel at home.


  Home had always been with Kurt, for as long as she could remember. But now she found herself having to make all the decisions where Kurt would have been the one calling the shots. It was daunting to say the least; but she managed. Kate had enrolled Kiera and Hailey in a good all-girls school that didn’t cost an arm and a leg, and they had made friends on their very first day. They were excelling academically, and had even signed up for a range of extra mural activities; Kate was proud of her girls. She knew deep down that they missed their father terribly; he was always the joker – always making everyone laugh. And it had hit them the hardest when they suddenly had to come to terms with his death. They were strong though – like their father was, and she thanked God that they had inherited his strength of character. Kate never saw herself as a strong person, though she knew she could be when she had to be. Though the one thing Kate could never get used to was being alone. Sure she had the girls, and at times she would let them cuddle up with her at night because she knew if she didn’t she would die of loneliness. And every day, instead of getting better, the loneliness creeping up inside her escalated.


  “Earth to Kate,” John announced, plonking himself on her desk and waving a hand in front of her face.


  “Oh sorry,” she blushed. “I was just…”


  “Staring into the abyss?” John offered. John was a reporter for the paper, and though he was quite handsome, they were strictly friends because he was engaged to someone else.


  “Yeah, I guess you could call it that…” she replied.


  “What’s up?” He asked with genuine concern.


  “Nothing,” she lied, but John arched his eyebrows and bowed his head, and she knew he wasn’t about to drop the subject. “Okay, okay… I was just thinking about my life to this point and how much every thing can change in the blink of an eye.”


  “You miss your husband don’t you?”


  “I’m not sure what I feel,” she said honestly. “I miss spending my life with someone, and having someone to call on or sleep next to and all the rest of it. But I know he is gone, and it’s silly to hold on to someone that is never coming back.”


  “You break my heart lady,” John teased affectionately, gripping his hand to his chest and making Kate laugh out loud. “But in all seriousness, Kate, it’s okay to miss him. It’s natural. You would be part robot if you didn’t.”


  “Yeah I guess,” she replied thoughtfully.


  “Why don’t you date a few guys, and just have fun for a while?” John suggested coolly.


  “Oh I couldn’t do that,” Kate shook her head. “Besides, the girls…”


  “The girls would understand,” John insisted. “They are very intelligent and besides, I’m sure they want to see their mom happy again.”


  “Maybe one day I will,” Kate smiled. “But not just yet. One day when I have something better going for me instead of just being a working class gal.”


  “There is no day like today,” John said. “But as you wish.”


  “Thanks John,” Kate replied.


  “Oh I’m not letting you off that easy,” John smiled mischievously. “You are coming out with me on Friday night. So get your girls to your sister and I’ll pick you up at your place at eight.”


  “John, I cant…”


  “You can, and you will and I am not taking no for an answer.”


  “But what about Sheri?”


  “She doesn’t drink,” John laughed. “She is always designated driver, but she never seems to mind. She has told me that once we get married that will stop though, so I’m taking full advantage of it.”


  “Won’t she assume there is something between us?”


  “No, because a friend of mine is joining us too. Don’t worry I’m not trying to set you up or anything, I know you aren’t ready. But I figured you could at least meet each other.”


  Kate narrowed her eyes at him but he pretended to ignore her, and then she finally gave in. “Fine, I’ll go.” She knew it probably wasn’t a good idea, but John wasn’t going to take no for an answer. What could one night out on the town hurt anyway?


  Friday had finally come, and she was a ball of nerves by the time she left work. She hadn’t asked John anything about his mystery friend because she didn’t want to appear interested; but she was. She wanted to know his name, what he did for a living, his age, and everything else there was to know about him.


  But the night didn’t go according to plan. She dropped Hailey and Kiera off at Joan’s for the night, and they seemed to be happy to visit their aunt. Then Kate went back home and showered; she dressed in black skinny jeans, a red cotton button-up blouse and red peep-toe wedges, and finished the outfit off with a blue denim jacket and a beaded necklace. She carefully applied her make-up and flat-ironed her already straight hair, making sure her fringe was perfect.


  It was eight-fifteen when John called to say that they were waiting downstairs in the lobby, and grabbing her quaint black beaded purse on her way out, made her way down to the car. When she climbed in the back of the white Polo Sport, she noticed that she sat alone. She greeted John and he introduced her to Sheri, who was a pretty, petite blonde girl no older then twenty-five. She was polite and very pleasant, and Kate’s worries that she might get the idea that she and her husband-to-be were involved in some way all but disappeared from her mind.


  “Don’t worry, he is going to meet us at Cats,” John said with a mischievous smile.


  “Who?” Kate replied nonchalantly, pretending not to know who he was talking about.


  “Your blind date,” John said with enthusiasm.


  “Oh god, John…”


  “I know, I know I’m just teasing you.”


  “I hope that’s not what you told him,” she said nervously.


  “Of course not,” he winked, and then Sheri turned into the traffic and they were off.


  But about an hour after they arrived at the quaint little lounge-type club called Cats, John told Kate that his friend wouldn’t make it. He had called and said that he had to work and had specifically instructed that John apologise to Kate for him.


  Kate was crushed. She hadn’t realised how eager she was to meet the mystery man until he cancelled. She tried to enjoy her night and though there were a few men that tried to chat her up, she was tired and she eventually asked John to take her home.


  Monday morning brought with it heavy rain, and for the first time since she had started her job at the paper she was late. Following an accident, the road to her work had been closed, and traffic had been diverted. Her boss was standing in the doorway talking on his phone when she entered the lobby, and when he saw her he cut the call short.


  “You’re late,” he commented.


  “I’m so sorry sir,” she apologised. “There was an accident, and…”


  “It’s fine; just don’t make a habit of it. Can you write?”


  She was taken aback by his sudden change of demeanour, and wasn’t quite sure what he was asking. “Yes, I can write…”


  “I mean an article,” he interrupted sensing her confusion. “Can you write an article?”


  “I guess I could, it just depends on the subject.”


  “The subject is the recent fuel price hike and how it affects consumers, I need the article by this afternoon on my desk. Carol was supposed to write it but she was in an accident… wait didn’t you say there was an accident on your way here?”


  “Yes, just two blocks south of here,” she replied quickly.


  “Get John on the phone immediately and send him down there,” he instructed then rushed off outside into the pouring rain.


  Kate rushed to the elevator and was glad that it was opening when she got to it, and when she got to the top floor she nearly knocked John off his feet.


  “Where are you going so fast?”


  “Looking for you, the boss said to send you down to the accident seen…” She gave him all the details and he rushed off down the stairs, not waiting for the elevator. Eight flights of stairs, she thought to herself, that’s dedication.


  She hadn’t noticed the man who had been standing and talking with John when she bumped into him, until he spoke.


  “Kate?” A familiar voice said behind her, and she spun on her heel.


  “Oh my god,” she said too quickly. “Jake? Oh my god, it’s so good to see you!” And she embraced him warmly.


  “What are you doing here?” He asked, surprised.


  “I work here,” she replied.


  Comprehension dawned on Jake’s face and he burst out laughing; Kate on the other hand didn’t quite get the joke and frowned.


  “Sorry,” he laughed. “I just didn’t know it was you that John’s been talking about ‘hooking me up with’, as he says.”


  Suddenly Kate understood, and she blushed embarrassed. “I didn’t know it was you either,” she replied. “I wasn’t looking to ‘hook up’ with anyone, just meet new people. I’m glad you think it’s funny though,” she said sourly, and Jake’s smile immediately faded.


  “Oh my god, I’m sorry… I didn’t mean it like that, I just meant…” he stammered, but Kate smiled and he immediately caught on. “Oh, oh nice one. Way to make me feel like a twat…”


  Kate pressed her lips together in an effort not to laugh, and Jake smiled warmly.


  “By the way,” he said sincerely. “It’s good to see you too. I’m sorry I didn’t make it to the funeral. Work, you know?”


  “It’s okay,” she replied. “It was unexpected after all.” And then suddenly realised how tasteless her words had sounded. “I didn’t mean that like it came out, sorry…”


  “Its cool,” he smiled sympathetically, and then he touched her arm affectionately. “So listen, I gotta run but do you wanna maybe get a coffee or something sometime?”


  “Uh… yeah sure,” she hesitated. “Just let me know.”


  “I will,” he nodded, and then awkwardly they said goodbye.


  In a happy daze Kate sat down at her desk to write and surprisingly the words flowed wonderfully as she typed away at the article. A few hours later, she had typed a full length article and was pleased as punch at her first ever attempt.


  John had returned from reporting, but he had been busy typing up his article and resizing the pictures to send to the editor. So Kate sent in her article and then continued with her clerical work until finally John had finished and he came over to her.


  “Jake called for your number,” he smiled, but there was a definite black cloud shadowing him. “It’s a small world isn’t it?”


  “Very small world,” she replied. “What’s wrong? You don’t seem yourself?”


  “I see a lot of accidents with my job,” he said seriously. “But it’s always harder when it’s someone you know.”


  “Will Carol be okay?” Kate asked, realising she hadn’t thought of Carol the entire morning.


  “Not sure yet,” John replied. “She’s in a critical condition. A taxi lost control and slammed into the driver’s side of her car. She may not make it through the night.”


  “Oh my god that’s terrible,” Kate gasped. “I really hope she makes it. Does she have any children?”


  “No, she’s what we like to call a workaholic. She never has time for men, let alone children.”


  “Yeah,” Kate replied.


  “Sorry,” John said suddenly. “It slips my mind sometimes that you are a widower.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” she replied.


  “So Jake…” he said in an effort to change the subject, and letting the name linger in the air. Kate smiled when she heard the name, and John couldn’t help but notice. “How do you know each other?”


  “He’s an old friend of my husbands,” she replied, still smiling. “Though I haven’t seen him in donkey years. I thought he got married?”


  “Engaged,” John corrected. “But it fell apart. He was always away, and she didn’t like it.”


  “Yeah, I guess that’s what happens when you get involved with a pilot,” she replied.


  John saw the sparkle in Kate’s eyes, and he smiled. “You two have a history don’t you?”


  “No,” she replied too quickly. “Well I wouldn’t call it a history as such, I mean I always thought he was the perfect guy, but I don’t think he saw much in me.”


  “Time has a way of changing people’s minds,” he said. “And if you ask me, he is interested now.”


  “Oh I doubt it,” she replied casually. “That kinda guy would never be interested in me.”


  “Well only time will tell,” John grinned. “And I gave him your number…” He was interrupted by Kate’s cell ringing on her desk. “Tell him I say hi,” he teased before walking away.


  Kate doubted that the caller was Jake, although she didn’t recognise the number and immediately her insides were doing somersaults when she answered. It was Jake.


  “Are you doing anything for lunch?” He asked, and when she told him she hadn’t made any plans he asked her to meet her at a little coffee shop down the street.


  John was watching her from his cubicle, a big grin on his face, and Kate blushed.


  “When did you move to Jo’burg?” Jake asked as they sat at the quaint little coffee shop, sipping on cappuccinos.


  “About six months ago,” she replied. “Right after the funeral I worked my notice, and then moved up here.” She explained how she had stayed with her sister for a while, and how difficult it was to raise two teenage girls on her own.


  “I can just imagine,” he said sympathetically. “You’re very brave. Jo’burg isn’t an easy place to live, but it’s okay once you get used to it.”


  “I heard you were engaged?” Kate asked abruptly, and Jake smiled.


  “Where did you hear that?”


  “Are you kidding me,” she laughed. “A little thing called Facebook.”


  “Right… News central,” he said, playfully rolling his eyes. “Well I was, but she didn’t take to well to the lifestyle. I was always away and she wanted more, so I guess she found it somewhere else.”


  “That’s crazy,” Kate said seriously. “She’s crazy.”


  “Why do you say that?” He smiled.


  “Well, for starters you’re quite a catch. Any girl that has you in the palm of her hand is either crazy, or down-right dumb. I don’t think you would go for dumb.”


  “Not quite,” he laughed. “But she didn’t really have me in the palm of her hand; there was always something holding me back. We were together for a few years before I finally asked her to marry me, just to get her to stop nagging. Guess she just finally gave up.”


  “I see,” Kate replied. For a moment they were silent, and Kate gazed around the restaurant. “That’s so sweet,” she said, seeing an elderly couple sitting together at the other end; they were holding hands, and it seemed that to them there was no one else in the room.


  “It is,” Alex replied, seeing the elderly couple and then catching her gaze in his. “I have always wanted that, but I guess no one is going to put up with the time I spend away from home.”


  “I don’t know,” she said looking away again. “I’m certain you will find what you’re looking for someday.”


  “Funny,” he smiled. “I remember you telling me those exact words a few years ago.”


  “Yeah I did, didn’t I…?” There eyes locked again, and Kate started to feel a bit anxious. “I better get back to the office. I was late this morning, and the boss will want to see me about my article.”


  “You wrote an article?”


  “Yeah, one of our journalists was involved in an accident this morning,” she explained. “So he asked me to write an article in her place. I don’t know how well I did, so I guess he’ll want to see me when I get back.”


  “Well, let me walk you back then,” he offered, standing to his feet.


  “Oh that’s not necessary,” she replied nervously.


  “Oh nonsense,” he smiled. “I’m on leave now until March, so I got lots of time to kill.”


  For a moment she hesitated, and then she smiled and let him lead her to the door; and like a true gentleman, he opened it for her chivalrously.


  They made small talk on the way back to her office building, and then in the lobby he told her he wanted to see John as they didn’t quite get to finish their conversation that morning; as he reminded her, she had cut it short. And so they climbed in the elevator and made their way to the fifth floor. They didn’t talk much on their way up, though both were bursting just to say something to each other; and finally the elevator reached her floor and they climbed out.


  “Well,” John said walking up to them with a big grin. “You work fast dude.”


  “Oh shut it,” Jake replied, and Kate saw him blush when he looked at her. She decided that was her cue, and she headed for her desk. John and Jake talked for about five minutes and then when she looked up again she saw Jake was about to leave, he waved to her and she waved back, and then he was gone.


  The whole week had seemed like a dream to Kate. The boss had loved her article, accrediting her ‘amateur’ writing skills as brilliant, and worthy of more. And so she had been promoted to a journalist and had been writing small articles for the paper all week. He had given her the freedom to write whatever came to mind when he didn’t have a topic for her, and she had. She had written articles about the importance of health and safety regulations, to the littering problem in the city, to ‘ten reasons why to walk your dog’.


  But her promotion was not the only reason for Kate’s elation. Jake had taken her for lunch every day since Monday, and had called every evening after work. And on Friday at lunch, he had told her that he was having a braai at his house the next day and that he wanted her to bring the girls around.


  It was Saturday morning, and usually Kate would sleep until about nine ‘o clock on a Saturday but as soon as first light had dawned she was wide awake. She made coffee quietly so as not to wake the girls, and then after drinking her coffee and having a cigarette she started making flapjacks.


  Flapjacks were her and the girls’ Saturday ritual, but usually they would help her make them.


  “Mom, did you start without us?” Hailey called from her bed, and Kate smiled. She knew the smell would wake them.


  “I didn’t want to wake you,” Kate lied. “But seen as you’re awake, you can get ready. And wake up Kiera.”


  “I’m awake,” Kiera groaned into her pillow.


  “Get ready for what?” Hailey asked, suddenly beside her in the kitchen.


  “We’re going shopping,” Kate grinned.


  “But our cupboards are already full,” Hailey replied, confused. Kate put her hands on Hailey’s shoulders and turned her around, navigating her back to her and Kiera’s room.


  “Girls,” she said. “Mom got a promotion at work… Today I’m taking you clothes shopping.”


  Hailey and Kiera squealed with delight, and then Kiera bolted out of bed in an attempt to get to the bathroom first. Hailey protested, but then decided to let her younger sister shower first. “I’ll help with the dishes while she’s busy,” Hailey shrugged, making Kate’s heart miss a beat.


  That afternoon, after their shopping trip was done, Hailey and Kiera sat with Kate in her bedroom while they all modelled their new clothes. Finally Kate told them to decide on something to wear, and get something warm to take with.


  “Take with where?” Kiera asked.


  “We’re going to a braai in an hour,” Kate told them. “I’m going to have a quick shower and get ready, and then we’ll head out.”


  “Are we going to Aunty Bella’s house?” Hailey asked hopefully.


  “No darling,” she smiled. “We’re going to an old friend of your dad’s.”


  The girls looked at each other; there was something about the way Kate spoke about their dad that was different then before, and they picked up on it immediately.


  “Oh my god, mom!” Hailey shrieked. “You like this man don’t you?”


  “What? No, he’s just an old friend,” Kate protested.


  “Come on mom, since dad died you haven’t been able to talk to us about him without wanting to burst into tears. So who is he? What’s his name?” She was genuinely interested in this man that had made her mom seem so happy again.


  “His name is Jake, but he’s nothing more then a friend. So leave it at that, and get dressed.”


  “Is he the one that keeps calling you in the middle of the night?” Kiera asked, sounding very innocent.


  “Nine ‘o clock is hardly the middle of the night Ki-ki,” Kate responded. “But yes, now I said get dressed… or you can both stay here.” The girls immediately started to dress without another word, and Kate went to shower.


  “Wow!” Jake exclaimed when he saw Hailey and Kiera. “Look at you guys, you’re all grown up; it seems like just yesterday you two were just little mini-me’s of your mother… wow… Come in, come in…”


  “Girls, this is Jake,” Kate smiled. Hailey and Kiera smiled and greeted Jake nervously.


  “I have something for you guys,” Jake whispered mischievously, knowing Kate could hear him. “Go down the hall to the last room, but be careful when you open the door.” The girls walked off hesitantly, and Jake smiled at Kate as she watched them.


  “Let me take that,” he said, taking her shopping bags from her. “Follow me, the kitchens this way; I’ll pour you a drink.”


  Kate followed Jake to the kitchen, and was about to sit down when she heard a piercing shriek emanate from down the passage. She looked up at Jake who was smiling delightedly, and then she heard the girls laughing blissfully. She quickly found the room where her daughters voices’ came from and she opened the door to find them lying on the floor playing with two adorable golden retriever puppies.


  “Oh my god,” Kate exhaled. “Puppies?”


  “Gorgeous aren’t they,” Jake said behind her, opening the door wider. “And they’re all yours,” he told the girls.


  “Are you serious?” Kiera gasped.


  “Jake,” Kate intervened. “Our landlord won’t let us keep them…”


  “That’s okay; they can stay here for the time being.”


  “Oh please mom, can we keep them? Please…” Hailey whined.


  Kate looked how happy the girls were with the puppies, and remembered how heartbroken they had been when they had to give up their pets to move to Johannesburg. “Okay,” she said finally, and the girls were delighted. “Don’t thank me, thank Jake.”


  “Thank you Jake,” the girls resounded as one. “Thank you so much!”


  “It’s no problem at all,” Jake beamed. “Have fun.” He closed the door and led Kate back to the kitchen.


  “Jake,” she began, but he already knew what she was going to say and he stopped her.


  “Look Kate, you and I both know those girls have gone through a lot in the past year.” He said seriously, placing an ice cold glass of brandy and coke on the island counter in front of her. “It’s proven that pets do a lot to heal broken hearts.”


  Kate felt that she would burst into tears, but was saved by the doorbell.


  “That must be John and Sheri,” he said heading for the door.


  “Jake,” Kate called, stopping him in his tracks. He looked at her and she smiled with a deep sadness in her eyes then sighed deeply. “Thank you.” He smiled then went to greet John and Sheri.


  “Great, you’re all here,” Jake announced once Kate had greeted John and his fiancé. “Let’s go outside and enjoy the fresh air shall we? The fires on and the games only starting in an hour’s time.”


  “Enough time to drink,” John said lifting his glass in a toasting motion.


  “Here, here!” Jake agreed, and then he led them all out to the patio. As soon as he made sure that his guests were comfortable he excused himself for a moment. He went inside to tell the girls that they could bring the puppies out to the garden and play with them there, and he handed them a bag of puppy toys and two pink dog bowls: one to fill with water and one to fill with pellets from the kitchen cupboard under the sink. And then he returned to the patio, followed closely by two elated teenage girls. Way to go, Kate thought to herself, if he is trying to impress me then he is doing a fine damn job. My girls adore him already!


  The game started five minutes late, and it was the Sharks taking on the Lions at Loftus stadium. Jake and John were both Lions supporters, Kate was a Sharks supporter, and Sheri wasn’t really into rugby though she decided to support the Sharks just so that Kate didn’t feel alone. Kate wouldn’t ordinarily be the only Sharks supporter in the room, but her two fellow supporters were otherwise engaged with two very playful little pups.


  The Sharks defeated the Lions 11-6, and though their team had lost, John and Jake didn’t seem to mind. They were both happy just to see Kate enjoying herself.


  By nine ‘o clock they had eaten, and after John and Sheri had gone home Kate and Jake sat at the island counter drinking coffee. Hailey and Kiera had passed out on the couch in the living room each with a puppy tucked comfortably under their arms.


  “They’re growing up to be very beautiful girls, Kate.


  You must be very proud of them?”


  “I am,” she said adoringly. “They are my life, and they’ve kept me strong.”


  “Oh I don’t think you need help in that department,” Jake smiled affectionately. “You are stronger then you give yourself credit for.”


  Kate smiled humbly and took a sip of her coffee.


  “I’m serious,” Jake continued. “Not many women could do what you have done after going through what you have been through.”
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  “I guess,” she replied. “But we needed a drastic change. If we had stayed on the south coast we would have been constantly reminded of Kurt, and I just couldn’t live with that.”


  “So you moved halfway across the country?” Jake asked sarcastically.


  “It’s hardly halfway across the country, Jake,” she laughed. “But yes; I always wanted to move here, but I’ll admit that at first I had my fears and at times I wondered if it wasn’t all a big mistake.”


  “And was it?”


  “Not at all,” she smiled happily. “Sure it was hard, but I have a great job doing what I always wanted to do, and the girls are doing well in their new school and have made lots of friends. I think Hailey already found a boyfriend too, but I won’t say anything; I prefer to let them come to me when they ready to tell me things.”


  “And do they?”


  “Always,” she replied confidently. “They know they can tell me anything and I won’t judge them; I will guide them if they need it, but I know my girls and they are pretty mature for their age.”


  “They sure have grown up since I last saw them; what was it, about nine years ago?”


  “It’s been a long time,” Kate agreed. “You should have visited more.”


  “Well, a beautiful young woman once told me that following my dreams was important, and that everything else came later.”


  “As you say, I was young back then. I didn’t know what I was talking about; I mean, I can’t imagine how my life would have been without those two.”


  “Now you tell me,” Jake laughed, and Kate smiled. “But in all seriousness, I think I have found what I’ve been looking for all my life.”


  “Really? And what’s that?”


  “Not ‘what’ but ‘who’, and she is sitting right in front of me,” Jake said, and his smile faded. Kate was speechless. She had always had a soft spot for Jake, and at a time when she and Kurt had problems she had wished she could run away with Jake. But she knew that, back then, he hadn’t had any interest in her… or had he?


  Jake held the palm of his hand to her cheek, and then slowly he edged closer to her until their lips touched and he kissed her hungrily. “Stay with me tonight,” he whispered on her lips. “We don’t have to do anything, just stay with me.”


  “I can’t,” she replied softly. “The girls won’t understand.”


  “A little birdie tells me they will,” he said with a mischievous smile.


  “What are you talking about?” Kate asked suspiciously.


  “Don’t worry,” he replied. “I spoke to them…”


  “What? What did you say?” She panicked.


  “Relax,” he said, taking her in his arms. “I just told them that I like you a lot and I asked them if that was okay.”


  “That’s not fair,” she replied. “You bought their adoration with little golden retrievers.” Jake laughed loudly and Kiera stirred in her sleep.


  “Well,” he smiled. “That wasn’t my intention, but I guess it didn’t hurt.”


  Kate eyed him suspiciously, but he explained. “I saw the pups in the paper, and I wanted to get them for myself, but then I thought of your girls and I figured they needed them more than I do. Besides, I have you now… That’s if you feel the same?”


  “Oh you have no idea,” Kate replied.


  “So tell me,” Jake insisted.


  Kate looked up into his eyes, and though she was afraid that he would run for the hills if she told him how she had never stopped thinking about him, there was something in his eyes that told her that no matter what she said, he wasn’t going anywhere.


  “Okay,” she began. “Do you remember when we first met?”


  “Sort of,” he replied. “It was a long time ago, but you and Kurt weren’t married yet.”


  “Yes,” she continued. “But we had problems even before I met you. Sure we loved each other, but there was always something missing. It always felt as if there was this big invisible wall between us.” She looked away, seeing Hailey stir on the couch and then sigh in her sleep. “Anyway, when I met you at first you were just a stigma; Kurt’s sister had a major crush on you and told me all about you. I guess she kinda planted the seed… anyway, after that I found myself thinking about you sometimes. I can’t remember when it all started, but Kurt and I were close to parting ways before we got married – and I still think we would have, but our parents pretty much forced the wedding on us. He wanted to get married because he loved me, and I wanted to get married because I felt that it was the right thing to do.”


  “Ouch,” Jake said.


  “Yeah,” she smiled sadly. “I really hoped you would be at the wedding, but all for the wrong reasons. I was glad when you didn’t come, because I guess for me it kinda put the nail in the coffin and forced me to forget about you. But I didn’t. When you came down for the weekend one July and we got talking at that show, I wished it would last forever. Anyway, we were all supposed to meet at the beach the next day but Kurt didn’t want to go, and so I didn’t get to see you…”


  “I remember,” Jake interrupted. “And I have a confession to make; I wanted to see you too. But seen as you were married then, it was probably for the best that we didn’t see each other again.”


  “Probably,” Kate agreed. “It was so long ago, and I had almost forgotten about it until I saw you at the office the other day.”


  Jake sighed, taking Kate’s hands in his and staring down at them. “Do you know why I stayed away?”


  “Why?”


  “Because I was jealous of Kurt,” he said looking up into her cyan-blue eyes. “He had it all; he had a beautiful little girl – at that time you hadn’t had Kiera yet, and he had you. I didn’t have anyone. I was jealous of him; but I was angry with him too, I saw how he talked to you, how he treated you… And I just couldn’t understand how he could treat such a beautiful woman with so much disrespect, and how you could stay with someone that treats you so badly.”


  “I distinctly remember you saying that we looked ‘happy’ together,” Kate said questioningly.


  “What else could I say,” Jake replied seriously. “I knew you would never leave him. I saw it in your eyes. I knew you loved him unconditionally, and I didn’t stand a chance.” His words brought tears to Kate’s eyes, and he took her in his arms again and held her close to him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you cry.”


  “It’s okay,” she sniffed, feeling silly. “I haven’t cried in a long time; not even when Kurt died. I just couldn’t. I always thought I had to hold it together for my kids, and be brave for them.”


  “In that case, let it all out.” Jake said teasingly. “I won’t judge you.” Kate laughed, her heart bursting with love, and she looked up into his eyes for a long moment before finally he kissed her again.


  Lying curled up on the couch with her eyes closed and pretending to sleep, Hailey smiled. She could tell life was about to get a whole lot better.


  Day’s turned into weeks, and weeks turned into months, and soon it would be time for Jake to return to work. Since Kate and Jake had started dating, Jake had invited her and the girls over for dinner almost every night, and the girls were always excited to see their dogs. Jake had had a right time with them, as they were getting big and beginning to chew things – and they especially loved his shoes; but not once did he ever complain about it, after all they were his dogs too. Over a romantic dinner one night, while the girls stayed at their aunt’s for the evening, Jake had asked Kate to move in with him but she had declined. She said that she wasn’t sure it was a good idea as it was too soon, and Jake had understood and hadn’t pressed the matter. But he was getting restless. Soon he would be back at work, and be away a lot and he didn’t want to come home to an empty house although Kate had assured him that they would housesit for him when he went away.


  “Why don’t you just move in?” He had asked again.


  “Jake we’ve been over this,” Kate had responded. “I’m not ready for that yet.”


  “I know, I’m sorry I don’t mean to keep bringing it up, it’s just that I’ve waited so long and I don’t want to wait anymore.”


  She explained that there was nothing more that she wanted then to spend her life with him, but she knew all to well the dangers of moving too fast. He had never lived with a woman before, and though she and the girls often slept over, living together was a whole different story. And one particular evening she was glad for making that choice.


  It was a particularly warm Wednesday night and she had taken the girls out for ice cream, when she saw him with her. She could only imagine that the woman was his ex by the way he looked at her. He hadn’t seen Kate and the girls, and as soon as Kate had seen him she took the girls somewhere else so that they wouldn’t see him with someone else. She was livid. After that she had ignored his calls and spent most of her time at her sister’s house to avoid having to deal with him if he showed up at her flat. He had left countless voice messages, saying that he didn’t understand why she was avoiding him and that if it was because he was pushing her to move in that he was sorry. He had gone on to say that he would be flying to Europe in the next two days and that he wouldn’t be able to see her again until the middle of April. The girls had asked about him, but she had told them that he was working and that they would see their dogs again soon, but even she wasn’t convinced by her own lies. She wanted to protect her daughters from the pain she felt, and eventually she found a new flat somewhere else so that he couldn’t find her. She had taken a few days off, promising to write her articles from home so that she didn’t stand the chance of him showing up at her office, and then when she was certain he had left for Europe, she went back to work. John had asked what had happened and said that Jake had called him on numerous occasions worried out of his mind, but she brushed it off and didn’t want to talk about it.


  It was toward the middle of April when reports came streaming in about the volcanic events at Eyjafjöll in Iceland which resulted in the closure of most of Europe’s IFR airspace. Consequently, a very high proportion of flights within, to, and from Europe were cancelled, creating the highest level of air travel disruption since the Second World War. Apart from ash clouds making visibility in the air near impossible, microscopic debris in the ash could sandblast windscreens and melt in the heat of aircraft turbine engines, damaging engines and making them shut down.


  Jake had tried to call her many times since he had left in the beginning of March right up until a few days earlier, and she grew increasingly worried. She was furious with him, but that didn’t mean that she had stopped loving him. She checked in with the international news department to find out if any planes had gone down in the chaos, but they were also still awaiting news and told her that if they heard anything they would let her know immediately. She was a complete ball of panic by the third day, and had got very little sleep in the time that had elapsed since she received Jake’s last voicemail, some five days earlier. Finally, Geoff from the international news department called to say that it had been confirmed that no airplane’s had crashed during the ash cloud chaos, and only some military aircrafts had been damaged. A huge relief filtered through Kate’s body, and without really understanding why, she burst into tears. John rushed to her side, holding Kate in his arms and trying desperately to console her until she finally collapsed in his arms from exhaustion.


  “How are you feeling?” John asked a sleepy Kate when she finally woke up.


  “Where am I?” She asked dazedly.


  “In hospital,” he replied. “No don’t try to get up. Don’t worry, the girls are fine. They are at your sister’s place.”


  Kate relaxed, but then she suddenly remembered how she ended up in hospital in the first place. “Have you heard from Jake?”


  “He’s been in touch,” John replied with a smile. “He said he hadn’t had signal wherever he was.” He saw Kate relax again, then when she looked for her phone on the bedside table and was about to grab it John stopped her. “Don’t bother; he didn’t try to call you. I don’t know what happened between you, but he told me a few hours ago that he was giving you space. Didn’t seem at all happy about it though.”


  For a moment Kate didn’t speak, and when she did there were tears in her eyes. “I saw him with his ex John,” she began. “They were out together one night when I took the girls for ice cream.”


  “Oh…” John said knowingly. “Well I don’t know what to say, but I’m sure there is a good explanation for it. Jake’s a top bloke, and he would never intentionally hurt you; believe me. Anyway you get some sleep; your sister will be around to fetch you tomorrow.”


  “Did he say when he would be home?” Kate asked him as he was about to leave.


  “Flights are set to resume in a few days,” he replied, then left the room.


  As sure as John had said, Bella brought Hailey and Kiera to the hospital to fetch her and take her home the very next day. She was ecstatic to see her beautiful daughters, and after seeing the obvious concern on their faces she assured them that she was fine.


  “Exhaustion,” Bella said. “That’s what the doctor’s calling it. You really shouldn’t work yourself into such states. He’s prescribed you sleeping pills and booked you off for a week.”


  “I’ve just taken a few days off,” Kate protested. “I can’t take more days off; not now.”


  “This is sick leave, Kate, it’s not the same. Besides, its doctor’s orders.”


  Kate was too tired to object, and she let her older sister take her home and get her into bed. Bella had bought her a few new DVD’s and some books, and gave Hailey specific instructions to call her if her mother went back to work. “And no hard labour,” Bella said, but Kate rolled her eyes. “I’m serious; not even cooking. You have two able bodied young ladies who are master cooks thanks to you, you have no need to exert yourself; they can look after themselves.”


  “I know,” Kate smiled proudly, ruffling Kiera’s hair when she sat down on the bed next to her mom. Bella had helped the girls bring the television and DVD machine into Kate’s room, not without objection from Kate though.


  “I’m not dying,” Kate had said, but Bella had ignored her, and her daughters insisted it would be fun to watch movies with her in her bed.


  And so that night they watched DVD after DVD until finally they had all drifted off to sleep. Hailey made spaghetti bolognaise for the three of them, and then after locking all the doors and closing all the windows, she made sure her mom took a sleeping pill.


  Three weeks past and she hadn’t heard from him. She felt as if there was a part of her heart missing, but she was too afraid to get in contact with him for fear that he had gotten back together with his ex.


  John had gotten a new job at another newspaper, and they hardly saw each other anymore; it wasn’t for a lack of trying on John’s part though. He had invited her over to have dinner with him and Sheri on many occasions, but she didn’t want to be a spare wheel and so had made excuses every time. They no longer spoke about Jake when he called, and the calls and invitations became less frequent. Kate felt bad for the Hailey and Kiera though, they loved Jake and they missed their dogs that they had named Madison and Ki-ki respectively. In an attempt at cheering them up about the matter, she took them to the pet store one day and they got to choose whatever pet they wanted that the pet store had. Hailey got bearded dragon, and Kiera decided on a parrot, but Kate knew their new pets wouldn’t be the same.


  In June Kate received an invitation to John and Sheri’s wedding, but she was in two minds about going. The invitation was made out to her and the girls, so she figured having the girls with her would make up for her not having a date. The wedding date was set for September, and she stuck it to her fridge with a magnet.


  The months went by without event; Kate went to school sports days to support the girls, they had started modelling in their spare time as well, and Kate had been offered a job at one of the top magazine’s in the city. They were doing well, and Kate did everything she could to keep busy in an effort to forget about Jake; but try as she might she could not fill that empty space he had left in her heart. It was worse then losing her husband, she realised, her husband was dead and there was finality in that; but Jake was out there still, and she missed him more with every passing day.


  Finally the day of the wedding arrived, and though Kate had thought about withdrawing her RSVP, it was too late and so she and the girls would attend. It was a beautiful setup. The ceremony took place in the picturesque gardens of a charming little boutique hotel; the main colour was pink, and John and Sheri had only invited their closest friends and relatives. She hoped to high heavens that they hadn’t invited Jake, but at the same time she kept looking around for him. What did she expect, she wondered to herself. She couldn’t really hope that John wouldn’t invite his best friend to his wedding now, could she?


  Before the ceremony began she had congratulated John and told him how nicely he cleaned up, and that she would see him at the reception; then she and the girls took their seats on the far end of the garden where she could see everyone who came in before they saw her. Then the pastor called for the groom and his party to take their places at the pew. Kate saw John say something to the pastor, but she was too far away to hear him.


  “Okay,” the pastor announced. “Can everyone kindly find a seat, we will be starting shortly. The groom informs me that the best man is running a bit late, and so I ask you kindly for your patience.”


  Oh no, Kate thought; her hopes and fears confirmed when finally the best man arrived. Jake marched straight to the pew, apologising profusely to John and the pastor for making them wait. Kate watched as Jake stood next to John and she saw them share a joke; Jake laughed enthusiastically before looking around at the guests that were seated in the garden. She prayed that he wouldn’t see her, and slouched into her chair slightly, realising that he would probably spot the girls first as they were taller then she was. But to her relief, the wedding march began and everyone stood to their feet. During the ceremony he did not look around again, and instead kept his focus on the bride and groom; waiting for his cue to give the rings.


  Finally the ceremony was over, and the girls were delighted to blow bubbles at the happy couple as they made there way down the aisle as Mr and Mrs Meyer.


  She told Hailey that she was going for a smoke and then disappeared out of view from everyone. She sat down on a bench and lit up a cigarette; smoking so quick and so hard that it made her cough. After killing the cigarette she decided to stay there for a little longer, hoping that Jake was engrossed in conversation with someone else and hadn’t seen the girls yet.


  She was lost in thought when suddenly he appeared a few feet from her. They stared at each other for a long moment before at last she looked away.


  “I wasn’t sure you’d come,” he said finally.


  “I wasn’t going to,” she replied.


  “Why’s that?”


  “I knew you would probably be here,” she said honestly.


  “But you came anyway,” he said, and they both fell silent. He walked up to her and sat down. “What you saw,” he began. “Wasn’t what it seemed.”


  “It doesn’t seem to matter anymore, does it?” She replied, and a hint of sadness stung her words.


  “Yes it does,” he retorted. “Kate, she wanted me back but I told her that it was over and that I was with someone else.”


  “You couldn’t do that over the phone?” Kate snapped back.


  “I don’t expect you to understand,” he replied. “But these last few months have been torture.”


  “You could have called,” she said softly.


  “I did call! Kate, I tried calling you over and over and you never picked up. I went to your work but you had taken leave, and when I went to your apartment you weren’t there…” Kate stared at the fountain at the edge of the garden, but didn’t reply so Jake continued. “If I had only known what this was all about we could have saved each other a lot of heartache.”


  Kate tried desperately to contain the emotions that welled up inside her, but to no avail. She turned her head so that Jake wouldn’t see the tears that streamed down her face.


  “I’ve missed you Kate,” he continued, and she screwed up her face to prevent more tears from escaping. “John told me that you were in hospital, and I’m so sorry I wasn’t here. I got back as soon as I could, but you had changed jobs and moved out of your apartment…”


  “He told me that you were giving me time,” Kate managed to sound normal. “I thought that meant that you had given up.”


  “I would never give up on you,” he said gently turning her to face him, and when he saw her tear-stained face he immediately took her in his arms and held her tight. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’m so, so sorry.”


  “I was so worried about you,” she sobbed into his collar. “I thought something had happened to you in Europe, I was beside myself…”


  “I know,” he replied softly. “John told me everything. These last few months must have been rough on you; God knows it’s been hell for me. I missed you so much; and the girls! I just couldn’t find you. I asked John but he said that you mentioned something about changing jobs, but you never said where exactly.”


  “Oh god,” Kate exhaled. “I’m sorry; I thought he knew where I worked and where I had moved to.”


  “No, he said he had asked you but whenever he called you had seemed rushed and full of excuses…”


  “He kept trying to get me to go to his house for dinners,” she said. “I didn’t want to go alone. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to run into you like that.”


  “Why not?” He asked. “We could have sorted this whole thing out a long time ago.”


  Kate exhaled and closed her eyes, feeling the weight of the world lift from her shoulders. She had longed for him for so many months, wished for his touch, or just the sound of his voice… Suddenly she felt him lift her chin, and she opened her eyes and looked deeply into his, and then he brought his lips to hers and kissed her long and hard.


  Finally their lips parted and he looked deep into her eyes. “Promise me that you will never doubt me again,” he said seriously.


  “I promise,” she replied honestly.


  “Good,” he said. “Kate there is something I’ve been wanting to ask you since before all this… but then I had to leave and there was the chaos in Europe…” Jake stood up and held out his hand to her and she let him lead her to the fountain; he stopped then and turned to face her, kissing her softly. Then before Kate realised what was happening, Jake went down on bended knee and pulled something from his jacket pocket. She gasped and looked around bashfully; Hailey and Kiera stood with John and Sheri at opening to the garden, and they all smiled happily at her. She thought she even saw Kiera mouthing ‘say yes’, but she couldn’t be sure.


  “Kate,” Jake said, and she turned her attention back to him. “I love you. I’m in love with you. And I want to spend the rest of my life with you… and those two beautiful daughters of yours. I don’t want to wait any more, these past few months have shown me what it means to not have you in my life, and I would rather die then go through that again… So, Kate Gregory, will you please be my wife?”


  Kate was gob-smacked, she had dreamed of this moment all her life: the perfect man, the perfect moment, the perfect proposal…. And it was completely perfect; and she felt the tears well up in her eyes again, but this time they were tears of absolute and utter joy.


  “Please say something,” Jake whispered, and she realised that she was staring at him open-mouthed and wide-eyed.


  “Oh my god, sorry…”


  “That’s okay,” he laughed. “Just say yes and I’ll be the happiest man in the world; even happier then him…” He nodded at John and Kate laughed happily.


  “Yes, Jake! I will be your wife. I will marry you! I love you!”


  “Well, yes would suffice, but I’ll take all that too with open arms,” he laughed and kissed her hard on the lips, and then they embraced and he spun her around in his arms.


  Hailey, Kiera, John and Sheri ran up to them and they all shared a long, intense group hug.


  “Oh my god,” Hailey exclaimed. “Mom’s getting married!”


  “Does that mean we get to see Madison and Ki-ki again?” Kiera asked hopefully.


  “Of course,” Jake laughed, and he let go of Kate and hugged the girls. “God I have missed you guys.”


  “It’s about bloody time,” John said, holding his wife in his arms. “You two were just about to drive me insane with your long faces and permanently sad eyes!”


  “Just about?” Sheri remarked. “I was ready for an intervention!”


  Everyone laughed, and then John and Sheri made their way back to their waiting guests.


  “Mom, can we please move in with Jake now?” Kiera asked, and when Kate looked up at him Jake rolled his eyes as if he had nothing to do with it.


  “Yes,” Kate she laughed. “Yes we can.”


  “Really?” Kiera asked hopefully.


  “Really?” Jake asked with disbelief.


  Kate stopped and looked up into his sky-blue eyes, kissing him before she spoke. “If I have to live with you being away all the time, I would rather do that living with you. It would be nice to wake up next to you when you’re home, and besides… these last few months have shown me what it means to not have you in my life, and I would rather die then go through that again…”


  Jake kissed her with all the love he felt and he couldn’t wait to take her and the girls home; to their new home, with him.


  



  THE END
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