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[bookmark: _Chapter_1]Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “Our visitor’s back.” Mia Tucker indicated the sullen figure in the corner with a nod of her head as Liz Savoy tied on her apron. Truth was she had a full night of studying staring her down, and she hadn’t thought of their “visitor” since the last time he’d been in, which by her quick calculations had been at least a week.
 
   “Got his computer, too,” Liz said, noticing the dark-coated figure hunched over the small black laptop at the table in the darkest corner of the coffee shop. It was the corner with no windows, and the one he always chose.
 
   “Wonder what he’s working on.” Mia, the ever-intrigued one, watched him at Liz’s side. “I say it’s top secret CIA stuff.”
 
   “CIA? Really? I’ve always thought he was planning to blow up some country somewhere.” 
 
   It was a running thing with the two of them, scoping out coffee patrons to analyze and come up with what they did in real life. There were the regulars, like the lady with the big hats and Geoff, the guy they could swear had a crush on Mia because when she took his order, he always spilled something or messed up his own order. Then there were the irregulars like the guy currently huddled over the laptop. They’d been analyzing him for a couple weeks or more, ever since Liz had gotten back from summer break. She didn’t remember seeing him before that, but with as low of a profile as he liked to keep, she could easily have overlooked him.
 
   In fact, she wasn’t even sure now who had first noticed him— her or Mia, but he had been a favorite topic of conversation ever since.
 
   “I’ll take it this time.” Liz grabbed up the coffee pot. Although you could get any style or flavor of coffee imaginable at The Grind, they had come to know that laptop guy only drank his stark black, no added anything. The fact that he came in at seven at night, when he came in, and stayed until just before closing time at eleven, drinking at least six cups while he was there always made Liz wonder how he managed to get any sleep on those nights at all. She strode over, wishing she could just ask him rather than constantly guessing. “Hi, there. Would you like a refill?”
 
    
 
   The explosion rocked Jasmine, throwing her to the ground in a crumpled mess of hurt and pain, and she knew her life would never again…
 
   Jake McCoy was somewhere amidst the lost jungles of the Amazon concocting the next horrible thing to befall poor Jasmine Van Ongevalle’s life. She had already been poisoned, strangled, lost at sea, nearly drowned, and taken prisoner, but this one was the best ever. This one would surely be the break he needed. 
 
   “Uhm. ‘scuse me. Would you like some more coffee?”
 
   With the trance of the story still clinging to him, he looked up and jumped when he realized he was not alone. “What?” Then he realized who she was and why she was standing there, coffee pot in hand. “Oh. Y-yeah. Sure.” He pushed his empty cup over to her, the words on the screen already calling his spirit back to them.
 
   She tilted her head just a little to the side, not really being able to see the screen but almost looking like she might try. “Must be pretty interesting.”
 
   His gaze jumped from the coffee she poured to his screen and back again. “Hm. Yeah. I guess so.” Carefully, he reached over and slid it from her view, hoping he could get back before he lost his train of thought.
 
   However, when she was finished pouring, she didn’t leave. “Would you like something to eat with that? A donut or a bagel or something?”
 
   Jake lifted the cup to his lips, scalding them because he hadn’t realized how hot it would be. “Oh. Ow. No. Thanks. I’m fine.”
 
   A moment more and she nodded. Then the smallest of smiles graced one side of her lips. “Well, if you need anything, I’m right up there.” She pointed over to the counter, and Jake cleared his throat, put down the cup, and pushed at his black jeans as nerves attacked him. 
 
   “Okay. Thanks.”
 
   She nodded again as if she could divine the secrets of his soul if she looked at him long enough, and then she simply turned and left.
 
   The whoosh of air leaving his lungs felt good. Why was it so frightening for her to simply stand there like that? He couldn’t quite get a handle on it. In fact, that was why he had several Wi-Fi hangouts on his way home from work. That way no one had the chance to make a connection and want to talk. He hated talking. He much preferred the make-believe worlds that spun in wild colors around across his mind. For Jake, imagination had always out done reality. Always.
 
    
 
   “Did he say anything?” Mia asked. He had become something of a game with them. Both of them trying to get more than a few syllables out of him.
 
   “Nothing. Unless you count, thanks.” Liz set the coffee pot down and glanced back at him, already hunched back over that computer, tapping away. Why did he intrigue her so? He came in about once a week very rarely more, drank gallons of coffee as he worked, and then left. Just disappearing into the tangle that was New York City, leaving only the charge plus two dollars, every single time.
 
   Pushing it and him out of her mind, she went back to work, cleaning the cabinets and resetting the Danishes which would be trashed in another two hours. Tuesday night, last shift was mostly clean up, save for the few customers who came in for night caps after dinner or entertainment elsewhere. That was fine with her. She didn’t mind clean-up or the late hours. It was better than eight a.m. frantic which she only worked every other Friday because she didn’t have class until noon.
 
   The counters done, she grabbed a spray bottle and a rag. Might as well get a jump on cleaning up.
 
    
 
   Jasmine pulled herself upright, the sticky, red blood trickling down from the wound in her head. Flames licked the sky as the car in front of her continued to burn. The evidence in that car was gone and that meant so was her only chance of nailing Pepper Japsim to the wall. 
 
   Jake’s gaze jerked from the words on the screen over to the lithe figure spraying down the booth table next to him. Tight jeans hugged the generous curves hidden only nominally by the burgundy tank top and small celery green apron that all the coffee shop girls wore. Her hair was an array of colors— dark and then darker and lighter highlights that hung down in strips. 
 
   Ugh. He shook his head at his lack of concentration and refocused. Putting his fingers to the keys, he searched his brain for what came next. Blank. Absolutely blank. That was but one of the cruxes of why he was a failure at writing. The big moments like the explosion were easy, what came next was a mystery. “Come on, Jake.” He put his elbows up on the table and his fingers to his chin and his lips. “Come on. Think. See it. This used to be so easy.” 
 
   Frustration crawled over him as he rubbed his hand back and forth over the copious whiskers that always lined his jaw and face by this time every evening. “Think. This can’t be that hard. Scene, sequel. Scene, sequel. The car just blew up, the evidence is gone, Jasmine’s hurt. This is the perfect set up, so do something with it.”
 
   But his gaze betrayed him and pulled up to her again. Two tables away she was dancing to the soft jazz music floating from the speakers hidden somewhere in the walls or ceiling. Her feet bounced softly, slowly, and she swayed to the music that seemed to fill the air around only her. To anyone not really watching her, they would never have noticed movement, but he noticed, and it annoyed him. Her ash-and-dark, blonde-streaked hair was chopped to half a dozen unequal lengths. He hated blondes. They were far too peppy for his taste. Not that she was really blonde by most blonde standards, but she was close enough. Besides that, women in general were a complete mystery to him, one best left to the strange realm of reality they inhabited.
 
   He took a sip of the coffee, not seeing it but glad she had refilled it. With a hard breath and a scratch of his head, he angled his gaze back down to his screen with determination. The red and green lines that snaked across what he had already written snatched his attention for one second, but he pushed that away. He would deal with those later. Nailing his gaze to the screen, he drilled into concentration. This was it. The manuscript that would pull him out of obscurity and thrust him into the literary limelight. He could see the adoring throngs already, waiting, lined up to get in to buy his next book. Of course it had Jake McCoy slathered generously across the cover because his name had been selling millions of books rather than the title or the publisher for years. All he had to do was convince some big-time publisher somewhere that his writing was worth putting a million dollar campaign behind.
 
   Granted, he had a stack of rejection letters saying just the opposite, but that was beside the point. They just hadn’t yet recognized his staggering talent, his worth, the lasting significance of his literary genius. He put his fingers to the keys again and read back over what he had just written. “Okay. She’s down, Jake. Now what? Maybe some bad guy knows she’s there. Yeah. Yeah. That’s it.”
 
   Movement in the bushes behind her told Jasmine that she wasn’t alone.
 
   He rubbed his hands together in excitement. “Yeah. That’s good.”
 
   Then he stopped and thought that solution through. Who could it be in the bushes? Who would have followed her there? Who even knew about her appointment with Defcon One other than… Pepper?
 
   For one second he liked the idea. “Yeah. What if it is Pepper? What if he knew about it all along?” Jake put his fingers to the keys and then stopped. No. That couldn’t be right because Pepper was still back in New York. He had established that before Jasmine left for the Amazon. Jake grabbed for his coffee as his mind spun away. Okay, true, the New York thing could have been a ruse to make Jasmine think Pepper wasn’t following her. That could work. But then again that messed up the whole thread and timeline about Pepper and the gangsters in New York. And if he wasn’t there, he couldn’t be about to…
 
   A low growl crawled out of Jake as the all-too familiar frustration took over. His attention slid up again as the world of Jasmine and Pepper tilted away from him. The waitress with the dancing feet moved to the table right in front of him, and try as he might, he couldn’t stop watching her. She transferred the condiments to the table behind her, never so much as glancing at him before spraying a generous amount of disinfectant on it. He hadn’t even really realized how intently he was watching her until her soft hazel gaze chanced up and caught his. Her smile lifted only one side of her mouth, and panic gripped him hard, yanking his gaze back to the screen. It swayed in front of him as white hot heat scorched through him, searing every cell it found. She was going to think he was a stalker or something, which he totally wasn’t. He didn’t even really know who she was, just that she worked here, and he had seen her a couple of times. Still, ugh. He ducked his head down farther, wishing he could disappear altogether. Why was it so hard to keep his gaze on the screen and away from her still standing there, dancing, still wiping that table? And where, oh, where had the breath in his lungs gone? 
 
   “Concentrate, Jake. Concentrate.” Blinking hard, he raked in a long, slow breath. Sometimes that helped. “You need to get at least three pages written tonight, and you’ve already wasted almost an hour.” He heaved a sharp sigh, cleared his throat, pulled himself forward on the plastic chair and re-anchored his gaze to the screen. “She’s down. Explosion. Ka-pow! Bang! Blood everywhere. Fire. Danger. What comes next?”
 
    
 
   Liz turned from the little table in the back with just a touch of disappointment trailing her to the counter. He was kind of good-looking in a weird stalker kind of way. Dark hair, long angular features, nice nose. She could have asked why she had bothered to notice so much about him, but she didn’t want to overanalyze the jump her heart gave at that rare jolt of connection when his gaze had met hers. Brushing all of those feelings aside, she reached under the counter.
 
   “I’m going to get some reading done.” 
 
   Mia, who was already reading at the counter, nodded. “Might as well get something productive done.”
 
   “I hear you.” Liz took her three books over to the far booth and slid in. That was another thing she liked about the evening shift and Mia being manager. Study time. Every minute now was one less she would have to slave over when she got off.
 
                 
 
   It was strange, most of the time Jake was wonderfully glad when there was no action at the coffee shop. Tonight, however, the dead quiet broken only by the soft jazz that never stopped playing was grating his nerves. He should have brought his headphones. That might have helped him block out the jazz or the quiet, and he wasn’t sure which was bothering him more. It was so dead the waitresses had even abandoned bringing him refills. The coffee in his cup was now cold and unappealing, which meant he didn’t even have that distraction to help him over the wordless humps. 
 
   True, most nights he would even be grateful for them ignoring him like they usually did. That was probably owing to his glitteringly wonderful conversational skills. He shifted in the chair, put his hand to his neck, and drilled his gaze to the long blank, glowing, white page in front of him. Chapter Two, with a nice red line under the “two.” With a sigh, he fixed it and closed his eyes as the well-worn frustration crept into his spirit. Three pages had sounded so doable when he had sat down.
 
   Maybe he could click over to the writer’s group he had joined the year before, just to see what was going on. That was the other benefit of the coffee shop— Wi-Fi. He worked the little mouse on the computer and had the site pulled up in no time. With no effort he perused the current topics:  Point of View, Back story, Pulling Your Reader In, Rising Conflict, One Sheets, Conference. Down the list he read slowly. Finally he clicked on “Back story.” He knew the general details of that one from conversations past. Limit back story, keep the story going with conflict, don’t bore your reader with meaningless info dumps, keep the conflict in the here and now, and when in doubt, blow something up.
 
   Hoping for some earth-shattering new information that would instantly launch his career into the stratosphere, he read three posts, focusing and concentrating to decipher them properly. Even so, none grabbed his attention enough to read any further. Conflict. It seemed so easy to manufacture in his mind, right up to the point that he had to execute it on the page. Reaching up, he scratched his eyebrow. How could one person be so blocked? This part at least used to be easy. When he’d first started writing, the stories poured out of him— garbled to be sure, but at least he got them down. Now, even getting the words out was like extracting teeth from a giraffe— difficult and ultimately probably pointless.
 
   Looking at his watch, Jake clicked back to his manuscript. He really needed to get something written; he’d already wasted over two hours. With a small pull forward, he took a sip of the now cold coffee, set the cup down, and pursed his lips, trying to find a good place to attack the story. His gaze slid across the words that swam before him. Five a.m. was starting to overtake him. But he still had an hour to get something written, and he really needed to get something down. Something so he wouldn’t feel like a complete failure… again.
 
   “Okay. Jasmine, we’ve got to get you to your next big life scare. How do we do that?”
 
    
 
   The after-the-movie crowd began trickling in sometime after nine-thirty. Thankfully, Liz had gotten most of her Literature 3402 assignment for the next morning read. That was a feat not even dared hope for. 
 
   “Two please,” the lady said, and Liz smiled as she grabbed up the little menus and headed for the chairs.
 
   “Right this way.”
 
    
 
   Other people were starting to show up. That meant it was about time for him to leave. Jake looked at his watch, surprised that so much time could have evaporated with so little to show for it. “One hundred more words, McCoy. What real writer can’t crank out 100 more words in half an hour?” 
 
    He didn’t want to admit where that question led, so he didn’t. He wasn’t a real writer yet, but he would be.
 
    
 
   Liz grabbed the coffee pot up, knowing in less than ten minutes she wouldn’t get another chance to visit his table. Mia gave her a look as she crossed past the counter and headed for the little, dark corner, but Liz chose to ignore it. This was her job after all, and she needed that two dollar tip. “Getting a lot done?”
 
   His light gray-blue eyes jerked up to her, and she had the distinct impression that she had just scared him to death.
 
   “Sorry.” She smiled and lifted the little glass pot in her hand. “Refill?”
 
   He looked completely flustered as his gaze dropped from her to his cup. “Oh. I don’t… Um. I’m probably good for tonight. But thank you though.”
 
   Her smile turned from real to deliberate. “Just thought I’d check.” 
 
   The floor seemed to hold her there. She should leave. She knew she should. Why wasn’t she leaving?
 
    
 
   When Jake’s radar said that she hadn’t moved, he gathered his scattering courage and glanced up at her again. “Is it closing time? Do I need to leave?”
 
   “What? Oh. No. No, not at all. Sorry.” She reached up and brushed a dark highlight from her eyes as she set the coffee pot on his table. “Stay as long as you like.”
 
   Questions went through him as he looked at her, some had to do with the hour, some had nothing at all to do with that. She was even more stunning close up. He wished that wasn’t quite so noticeable. 
 
   “We’re open until eleven. You’re welcome to stay to then.”
 
    
 
   What was she doing? She sounded like an absolute idiot. It had something to do with those ice-blue eyes that had locked on her and stopped her breath cold. Her neck felt like the air temperature had been set on scalding, and her heart was hammering a rap beat she’d never heard before. “I’ll just…” With a shake of her head to break the trance, she jerked her thumb back over her shoulder and then scratched her fingernail into her head. “…let you get back to your work.”
 
   He nodded as an amused question slid over his face. “My work.” The laugh was soft and hollow. “That’d be good.”
 
   “Yeah.” It took another nod and a push for Liz to get her feet to turn. She stumbled back to the counter, knowing he was still watching her, feeling it. She fought not to smooth everything about herself, but it was difficult. Everything felt hopelessly exposed and judged.
 
   “Girl?” Mia asked when she made it all the way across the room, still in the trance his eyes had captured her in. “You all right?”
 
   “Wh…? Y-yeah.” With a wave of her hand, Liz finally managed to snap out of it. “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   Mia looked less than convinced. “Because you left the coffee pot on his table?”
 
   “I…”  Liz looked down at her empty hands, and horror coursed through her. She slammed her eyes closed, mortified at her stupidity. When she opened them, Mia’s expression was somewhere between incredulous and about to burst out laughing. Liz scrunched her teeth together. “I have to go get it, don’t I?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. Kinda so.”
 
   “Great.” It took a hard sigh for her to gather her shredded dignity and turn back for his table, forcing nonchalance over everything else. Sure enough he was still looking at her, but this time the amusement in his eyes was much closer to the surface. A slow step at a time she made her way through the other tables back over to his.
 
   “Looks like you forgot something.”
 
   “Yeah.” She breathed the word. “Sorry about that.”
 
   “Not a problem.”
 
   Her hand slipped onto the small plastic handle. “Wouldn’t be much of a coffee shop without the coffee.”
 
   “No. Probably not.” He was about to laugh at her, she could tell. 
 
   How could she have been so utterly stupid? She wanted to disappear into the floor.
 
   “You know, since you’re here and everything.” His fingers played with the cup and then turned it and pushed it over to her. “I guess I could use a little more.”
 
   “Really?” Relief poured through her. Somehow it felt like he was swinging in to rescue her, saving her from her own stupidity at the last possible second. Just why she couldn’t say because it really wasn’t so much to be excited about. He just wanted more coffee. “Okay.” She smiled at him in thanks for his chivalry as she poured. When the cup was full, she searched frantically for more words. “Are you sure you don’t want something to eat? I mean, you must be starving by now. Man can’t exist on coffee alone, you know.”
 
   The amused smile made it all the way from his eyes to his lips this time. They were nice lips, framed just so by a line of dark whiskers. “Hey, that’s a good line. Mind if I use that sometime?”
 
   Surprise overtook her, and she tilted her head. “No. Not at all. I’ll give you that one for free, but the next one you have to pay for.”
 
   “Free, huh?” He nodded as if considering the offer as he took a small sip of his refill. “Free is good.”
 
   Then she thought he might have gotten the wrong idea. “Um, but you still have to pay for the coffee.”
 
   His laugh caught her completely off-guard. “Rats. And here I was hoping you were giving that away for free too.”
 
   Unbelievably, she was starting to relax. “Nope, no such luck. I’d probably get fired if I did that.”
 
   “Well, we wouldn’t want that, would we?” He pulled his arm down and surveyed his watch. It was nothing special, heavy, black. Very manly, but not very stylish. 
 
   She yanked her gaze from it when he looked back up at her. 
 
   “I’d really better be getting.” He took one more long drink and stood from the little chair. “I’ve got a five o’clock appointment with life in the morning.” With a snap, he had his laptop up under his arm.
 
   Incredulousness hit her. “Five in the morning? And you’re drinking coffee at ten? What are you, a raccoon?”
 
   He tossed money onto the table. “It was worth it for the company.” The smile danced around the corners of his eyes. “Besides, I got a great line for free, remember?”
 
   “Oh, y-yeah.” Why did she suddenly feel like she was two? He seemed so together, so handsome standing there. She’d never really noticed that before. How could she have missed it? “Well, use it wisely.”
 
   One more smile that made her crazy all the way to her toes, and he nodded. “I’ll try. See ya down the road.”
 
   “Yeah.” She hardly got the word out, and then she was watching him walk out, waving only once to Mia as he went past the counter. In the next second he was gone, and Liz was left with only the memory.
 
   It took three more breaths to snap back to reality. Trying to act like it was no big deal that he had just shattered her belief that all guys were scum, she turned and gathered the money and his cup. She needed to get this table cleaned as more people were starting to come in. The late movie must be over.
 
   “Girl,” Mia said, dragging the single syllable out to six when Liz came back to the counter.
 
   “Don’t start.” Liz pointed a hard finger at her friend. “He’s not my type. He’s weird, and he sits in dark corners and tries to blend in with the shadows.”
 
   “My, my, if I didn’t know better, I would think the lady doth protesteth too much.”
 
   “Protesteth? Seriously?”
 
   “Hey, I’m not the Shakespeare queen. You are.” Mia leaned into her. “But I do know a fine specimen of man when I see one.”
 
   Liz grabbed up menus as a small group came in. She rolled her eyes at her friend. “Spare me the dramatics, okay? We’ve got coffee to serve.”
 
   Picking her hands up to indicate she wanted no fight, Mia backed down. That wasn’t like Mia, and Liz wondered about that. However, she had other more pressing matters like customers and homework and sleep that were much more important that fighting about some guy that was only a passing shadow and no more. It wasn’t even that hard to convince herself she had already forgotten all about him.
 
    
 
   



 
  

[bookmark: _Chapter_2]Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Jake wasn’t quite so lucky. He thought about the waitress the whole walk home. Liz. He’d caught the name on her little tag though he had told himself he wouldn’t even remember it. However, those three little letters filled his whole awareness as he made his way down the sidewalk illuminated by the neon of the New York nightlife. The streets around him were filled as only New York streets could be on a Tuesday night. His steps took him right past the old movie theatre that some historical group had recently refurbished. He had wanted to go in and see it since it had reopened, but he’d never quite gotten up enough reasons to convince himself to actually go up and purchase a ticket. There were other, far more important things to do than wasting a couple hours just to see an old building. Besides, he didn’t have anyone to go with, and going alone was just pathetic.
 
   He jammed his fist into the pocket of his cargo pants as his thoughts traced back to the waitress again. He smiled to himself remembering her leaving the coffee pot on his table. That was so random. She’d never seemed that scattered before.  Not that he had ever really made a study of her or anything. Just from what he remembered on his other writing trips to the little coffee shop. 
 
   His heart fell at the thought of how much he hadn’t gotten done on his book. Again. The goal had been to have it finished by now, finished, edited, critiqued, and sent off to an agent actually. How he’d gotten so very far off schedule, he couldn’t clear account for, but it made him feel like a complete failure just the same. Unfortunately, failure was something he knew a lot about. 
 
   Part of the problem was that he couldn’t find a good place to write. Home was horrible. Out was even worse. No place was right. Too bright. Not bright enough. Too loud. Too quiet. He climbed the outside stairs that were just down the little alley of his building. It wasn’t the normal entrance, but it was faster. Considering he was pushing six hours of sleep the way it was, he needed every minute he could spare. A story up, he ducked into the door swathed in darkness. 
 
   Going in that way had always made him feel like a super hero. The Invisible Man or something. Maybe he could write something about the invisible man. This door would make a great hook. Instantly his mind had the first scene of the new drama all worked out, complete with colors and setting and characters. Funny how his imagination could come up with the best ideas, right up to the point he started to put them into words on ether. Then they fled like a flock of startled birds. He hated that, but he hadn’t found a way around it yet, and he was beginning to think there wasn’t one.
 
    
 
   “So you think Mystery Guy will come back tomorrow night?” Mia asked as they finished flipping the chairs up onto the tables after closing time. 
 
   “I don’t know. Why should I care?”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   Liz had so wanted to feel nothing about him when the subject came up again. The problem was, she was a terrible actress. “No. Why should I? He’s just a guy who happens to like coffee.”
 
   “Maybe he likes more than just the coffee. It was pretty clear you were thinking about more than coffee.”
 
   “Stop it, Mi. Okay? I was just… I wasn’t myself tonight. I’ve got a lot on my mind with mid-terms coming up and everything.”
 
   “Mid-terms.” Mia nodded, knowingly. “Right.”
 
   “I do.” Defensiveness plowed through her. “And I really need an A in Comparative Languages to have any shot at grad school.”
 
   “Grad school.” Mia was still nodding. “Liz-bet, my girl, let me give you some advice. Them books can’t hold you on a cold night.”
 
   “I’m not looking for a boyfriend, Mia. You know that, and I’ve got way too much riding on this semester. I don’t need the distraction. Besides, he probably thinks I’m a complete ditz by now anyway.”
 
   “Ditzy ain’t so bad. Plenty of girls work that angle like a well-tuned Camaro.”
 
   Horror overtook Liz. “Mia!”
 
   “What? Look, I know, you’ve got that whole good-girl thing going on, but would it really kill you to… I don’t know… loosen up and live a little?”
 
   “I live.”
 
   “Studying and working every waking hour of every day is not living.”
 
   “It’s called being focused, and there’s nothing wrong with it.”
 
   “No, but being focused shouldn’t mean you miss everything else in life.”
 
   “I’m not missing out on anything.” But the words burned her throat. There were things, if she was honest, that she had thought she would do when she came to New York. But that was before she realized partying wasn’t the wonderful, golden road she’d always thought it would be. “I’m perfectly happy with my life just the way it is.” She flipped up the last chair up as Mia headed for the broom. “Besides, I’ve only got one more semester and then grad school. There’ll be time for everything else later.”
 
   “You know, I’m not one to give advice, but later has a way of turning into never if you’re not careful.”
 
    
 
   The fact that he’d had way too much coffee became painfully obvious when the little digital clock on the TV tray next to his bed flipped to 12:00 with nary a moment of sleep in sight. Jake sighed and jerked the covers off his legs. He shouldn’t have had that last cup. Frustrated that whatever he wanted to do always turned into something his body or brain wouldn’t let him do, he got out of bed and padded through the doorway to what the landlord benignly referred to as a living area. 
 
   In reality it fit one chair, a small bean bag, and a TV the size of his two feet put together. He’d actually measured it once, with his shoes, just to be sure. That was during his bored-stiff stage a couple years before. “Good grief, McCoy. This really is pathetic.”
 
   There had been a time he would have reached for something to put him to sleep. That time was not now. He sat down in the lumpy, bumpy milk chocolate colored chair and hit the television button just by leaning forward and found World War II playing on the History Channel. Probably he should have changed the channel, but he didn’t have the energy. In four hours, he would have to be up if he was to have any prayer of making it in to work on time, and he’d better be on time today. Many more late slips and he might well get a pink slip he really couldn’t afford.
 
   The images on the television blended together as a heavenly haze lulled his schizophrenic mind into neutral. This was better. Much better. Grabbing the blanket he kept next to the chair just for these purposes, he curled up and drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   By Friday evening as she walked to the coffee shop for the second time that day, Liz had convinced herself that he wasn’t coming back. Her antics on Tuesday had surely convinced him she had mental problems. She didn’t blame him. Really. She would have found a different place to be too.
 
   She yanked the door open as anger and frustration with herself overran their banks. Why should she even care that he wasn’t coming back? He was just some guy she didn’t even know, and really probably didn’t even want to know. Plus, she didn’t care one way or the other if she ever saw him again. “I’m here.”
 
   “Hey, girl,” Mia said as Liz went to the back to ditch her things and came back out front, putting on her apron. “Our visitor is back.”
 
   Life slammed to a stop as Liz’s gaze jerked to the corner before she could think to not let it. Her heart yanked up like a galloping horse reined in. The shaking that emanated from the center of her radiated out to her hands. The ties of the apron went skittering away from her as she fought to get her nerves back together. Words. There were words somewhere in her brain. Somewhere. But where had they all gone?
 
   “He’s been here about thirty minutes,” Mia said, analyzing her friend carefully. “I haven’t gone over there with more.”
 
   The shaking was affecting her heart rate, but she did finally get the apron tied. “Oh, yeah? Why not?”
 
   “Why not. Because I was waiting for you. That’s why not.”
 
   “Me?” The protest came out in a squeak. “He’s a customer, Mia. You’re a waitress. You’re not supposed to let him sit over there with no service.”
 
   “Yeah, but I thought it would be so much more fun to watch you make a fool of yourself again.”
 
   That snapped away some of the trance. “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “You know what I mean.” Mia pushed her to the coffee pot. “Go over there. I’m sure he needs a refill by now.”
 
   Liz didn’t like being pushed except that she would never have had the guts to do it otherwise. She was careful to get the coffee pot stable into her hand and to check herself once, smoothing not only her clothes but her nerves as well. He’s just a guy, Liz. Don’t get all fried. He’s just a guy. On the way to his table, she did a little more categorizing of him than she had ever allowed herself to do before. Under the black coat was a cobalt blue sweater, and she had it in her mind exactly the way his eyes would look with it one second before he looked up and confirmed it. 
 
   She couldn’t be sure, but she thought there was a smile. “Hi.”
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Would you like some more?”
 
   “Sure.” He pushed his cup across to her. 
 
   She filled the cup, willing her nerves not to drop the coffee pot. Her imagination could hear it shattering, see the coffee spilling everywhere amidst the slivers of glass as if it was really happening. She could almost hear it as it shattered. Get a grip, Liz. Get a grip. Somehow she looked at him without the nerves taking over. “Would you like anything else? A bagel? A Danish? A scone?”
 
   His eyebrows arched. “A scone? Seriously?”
 
   A shrug that she hoped looked nonchalant accompanied the small smile she got past the hammering of her heart. “Every third Friday the bakery sends some over. I know. It’s very Old English and everything. Too bad we don’t serve tea with it, and crumpets too. That would be good.” Gah!  Stop talking, Liz!  He’s going to think you’re an idiot.
 
   “I’ve never had a scone before.” He took a sip of the coffee and set the cup down. 
 
   Did that mean he wanted one, or was he just making small talk? In a normal situation she would know the answer to that. “They’re really kind of good. Different. They aren’t really like a donut more like bread.”
 
   That slightly amused look was back on his face. “Do you have cinnamon?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. I think so. Some of them, but not all of them. We have blueberry ones too if you want that.”
 
   He sat for a long minute, considering. “Okay. That sounds good.”
 
   She was a second from saying Really because she was so excited, but she jerked that back. “Okay. I’ll be right back.”
 
   “I’ll be here.”
 
    
 
   Jake shook his head and rolled his eyes at his own inability to make a decision and make it stick. First it was the decision to not come back in here. That had lasted all of two nights until he just couldn’t stand it any longer. Then it was how happy he’d told himself he was when he got here and she wasn’t working. That lasted all the way until she walked through the door, high ponytail swept up and away from the face that had been floating around in his dreams for two days.
 
   He ran his hand down his face, frustrated by his lack of discipline. It was bad enough that he hadn’t gotten more than two pages done in the last three days. Now here he was wasting even more time practically stalking a woman he didn’t even know. He angled his gaze down to his computer screen, seriously questioning his sanity. A click at a time, he scrolled through what he had. It amounted to 25 pages of crap and not much else.
 
   Even he was finding it hard to care if Jasmine lived or died, and that couldn’t bode well for his future readers. He scratched at his sideburn, trying to form a conclusion about what to do with this manuscript that was obviously going nowhere. Should he just trash it altogether? That seemed the logical thing to do. Maybe he should just give up the whole idea of writing and resign himself to the drudgery of the warehouse and life such that it wasn’t beyond that.
 
   “One blueberry scone, nice and hot.” She laid the plate in front of him, and his first thought was how wonderful it smelled. When he looked up, she smiled with a glint of challenge in her eyes. “I hope you don’t mind. I took the liberty of heating it up a little. It’s been in there since this morning.”
 
   She had a way of making it sound wonderful and awful at the same time.
 
   “Thank you,” he said. “I’m sure it will be great.”
 
   “Great.” And it took her another three seconds to move from the spot. When she was gone, Jake couldn’t help but follow her movement across the shop. He wondered how she did that, moving like her feet weren’t even in contact with the ground. She was this weird dichotomy of grace and anxiety all rolled up into one. Careful not to burn himself like he had with the coffee the other day, he picked up a small bite of the scone and popped it into his mouth. It was very good, much better than the peanut butter and jelly sandwich he’d scarfed down before coming. He took another bite and another as blessed peace settled into him.
 
   Hunger now tamed, his gaze burrowed into the book on his screen. He could do this. It was what he was meant to do with his life. That feeling of sureness despite all the doubts overwhelmed everything else and he got back to work.
 
    
 
   The craziness of Friday night at The Grind took over Liz’s life. Date nights that might go somewhere but started there, other dates that ended there because the couples didn’t want their time together to end just yet. She liked watching them, the couples. She had always liked making up their stories in her mind as she waited on them. 
 
   There were the older couples, clearly together so long that they had every move memorized. Others were young, first time together types, anxious about making each move the right one. And those in between, connections being established, memories made. Liz waited on them all, schlepping mocha lattes and nonfat, decaf frappe chinos from the counter to the tables and back again when the patrons left. She was so intent on filling the orders that she had nearly no time to keep tabs on one patron, absorbed by the shadows over in the corner.
 
    
 
   Jake knew it was kind of silly to feel abandoned. After all, she had half a hundred other people to worry about, and it wasn’t like they had anything even close to a standing commitment. Still, his cup had been empty for over an hour, and she hadn’t even come close enough to ask if he wanted more. Okay, so her friend had, but that wasn’t the same. 
 
   If he’d had just a little less sanity, he would have mapped out where their areas lay so that next time he could sit in her area. The biggest problem with that was that her area appeared to be out in the light, and he much preferred the darkness. Give him shadows and a place to hide any day. True, his normal job was in the well-lit, nearly too bright warehouse. But that was the part of him that made sense, not this part that he’d only let a few people know about— mostly people who didn’t know him at all. Strange how that was. That he could share this part of himself with complete strangers because he knew his closest friends would laugh in his face if they knew anything about it.
 
   Ugh. This was getting him nowhere. It was like getting sucked down rabbit holes that made no sense and were serious wastes of good writing time. With renewed determination, he anchored his gaze to the screen and the cursor that blinked at him, taunting him, reminding him how inadequate he was to this task. Jasmine had made it away from the car and whoever was in the bushes. She was alive and safe for the time being. He got her all the way to the hotel which unbeknownst to her was about to be engulfed by flames. He’d figured that out the night before sometime around three a.m. 
 
   That’s the way this thing worked. He got pieces at odd hours, in the shower, on the forklift so he could do nothing about them and then when he got the chance to do something with them, he couldn’t. It wasn’t a pattern he liked but one he had grown to know by heart.
 
   “So how was the scone?”
 
   Like an angel appearing in the mists before him, she stood there, coffee pot in hand, that softly amused smile directed right down at him.
 
   He sat back, really liking how she looked standing there. “Great.” Jeans and a nice tan tank top stretched over her curves. That high ponytail that spoke in such whispers about her free spirit and fun side. All of it met somewhere in him so that he couldn’t quite think straight. “Blueberry’s my favorite.”
 
   She raised the pot. “Would you like some more?”
 
   “I thought you’d never ask.” He pushed the cup over to her even as his gaze slid down her, trying to stop at her waist but not succeeding. There was no denying he liked everything he saw. “Looks like you’re pretty busy tonight.” Why he said it, he had no way to explain. He was, after all, supposed to be working, not looking to start a conversation. He didn’t need distractions like cute waitresses named Liz giving him any more reasons to procrastinate.
 
   “It’s a Friday.” She finished pouring and slid the cup back across to him, her gaze caught and held on the laptop just long enough for him to notice. Then it came back to his, soft, amused, gentle. “If you need anymore, just get my attention. I’ll be here.” With that, she turned to go, and he felt it.
 
   “Hm.” He cleared his throat, feeling that if she kept walking he would know the connection wasn’t meant to be, but she turned.
 
   “I’m sorry. Did you need something else?”
 
   “What?” Panic tightened on him like a vice-grip. “Oh.” Never. Not once had anyone ever heard him like that much less understood what his heart couldn’t even say he was wishing. His gaze came up to hers as sheer horror flooded through him. He hadn’t really planned this anywhere other than in the deepest parts of his dreams that he didn’t even allow himself to remember. “Um.” The panic latched onto his shoulders, siphoning the air from his lungs. “I was just… hm.” 
 
   He felt like an idiot, a hot, uncomfortable, stupid idiot. “I was just wondering if you’re going to have a break any time soon.”
 
    
 
   What she had expected, Liz didn’t know. But this was not it. Scones. Danish. Coffee. Yes. An invitation? Never. “A break? Oh, well, I…”  She glanced behind her to the growing crowd, headed to the late movie no doubt, stopping in to kill just a little bit of time. She wondered what the late movie at the theatre was tonight. Then she beat that thought back as completely ridiculous. “Uh. Yeah. Maybe in an hour or something.”
 
   He nodded. He—the guy with the nice eyes and the five o’clock shadow that made her knees weak. “Oh. That’s cool.” His gaze fell to his laptop, and she wondered then what secrets it held. 
 
   However, the pause lasted so long that she thought she must have completely misread what he was asking.
 
   Another moment that lasted an eternity and his gaze came back up to hers, capturing it and holding it prisoner. “Well, hm, I was just thinking if you wanted somewhere to spend it…” The invitation was running out of steam the farther into it he went, and her heart wanted to find a way to make him not be so nervous. He glanced across at the empty chair on the other side of the table. “Yeah.” He shook his head as his gaze dropped to his hand on the table. “Never mind. I’m sure you have better things to do.”
 
   What do you say to a non-invitation like that? Liz held the coffeepot, knowing she should be getting back to work, but seeing how alone he was and how big this leap of faith was for him, she just couldn’t. “Tell you what. Give me an hour. If you don’t mind watching me read, I’ll come back.”
 
   A look of pure gratefulness drifted across his unsettled features. “I’d like that.”
 
    
 
   The hour was a dichotomy of speeding by and crawling at a snail’s pace. Liz couldn’t explain that, but every time she looked at the clock she couldn’t believe how much time had passed and how little time had. Five minutes before the end of the hour, she looked around the dwindling crowd and grabbed up the spray bottle. “I’ll just spray down the tables and then take my break.”
 
   She took off before Mia could even approve the plan. The biggest problem was her nerves were set on permanent spin cycle. He was still over there, still working or whatever he was doing, and she had the distinct impression he was keeping tabs on where she was and what she was doing. Her hands worked, spraying down the tables and wiping them off. How was she going to explain this to Mia? 
 
   Ugh. She should have thought of that before she had accepted. Then again, how could she have known he was going to propose something so rash right here in the shop? She should have told him no. Really. No. Homework. Reading. That made far more sense. Besides, what did she even know about this guy anyway? Nothing.
 
   Maybe he was a spy. What had Mia said about the CIA? But did spies hang out in dark shadows of coffee shops for hours and hours? Probably not. But if he wasn’t CIA, what was he and what was she doing accepting invitations from guys she didn’t know? An uneasy feeling snarled through her, knotting her stomach. Isn’t this how it had started back in freshman year? With a cute guy and a little too much trust?
 
   With a shove she pushed that back. “That’s in the past, Liz. The past. Besides, it isn’t a date. It’s not even coffee. It’s sitting together for 10 minutes at the same table. There is no law against that.”
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   Jake watched her, trying not to. It was impossible. How had he never noticed the sweet way she smiled at the customers and the graceful way she moved from place to place? Had he been so involved with his writing and himself that he could have missed it?
 
   As the clock wound around to her break, or what she had said would be her break, he began to wonder if she would really go through with it. Would she really come over to his table? What if she did? What would he say? What if he said something completely stupid? Or, then again maybe he had dreamed the whole thing up. That was, in fact, a distinct possibility with the strange and mysterious ways his brain would go when he just caught sight of her. Of course, he was getting little to nothing written. It was a little odd that he wasn’t more upset about that. Getting nothing done had always been his favorite reason to freak out and berate himself. Tonight he had so many others.
 
   He watched as Liz went back behind the counter. She had been cleaning tables. There were only two tables occupied other than his. With the movie one way and the play the other, everyone else had gone. He glanced at the clock, knowing they would get crazy busy again in less than an hour. His nerves leaped to the top of his heart as he scratched the side of his face and focused on his screen. Write, Jake. Write something. Anything. Come on already. He put his fingers on the keys.
 
   Jasmine was in the hotel. He wasn’t sure how she had gotten there or if that had even made any sense. He couldn’t go back and wade through it now. That would waste even more time. Much better to plow ahead. Okay. Time to light the place on fire. His fingers drummed without really pushing the keys as he searched for the next place to start. Should she be in her room when it happened or at the pool or…
 
   “Hm. Hi.”
 
   When he looked up, Jake had the distinct impression that the world had just slammed to a stop and was one small twitch away from pitching him headlong off of it. “Oh. H-hi.” He felt the smile, questioned it, and then saw no reason to stop it. “Hm.” It was as if he was going in eight directions at once. He started to stand, realized that was too formal, pushed her chair out and barely caught it when he pushed too hard. “Hm.” His gaze traveled up to hers with an apology for how stupid he was being. “I’m sorry. Sit.” What was he talking to— a dog? “Please.”
 
   Lifting his hand, he indicated the chair opposite his. The way she was looking at him caused his nerves to vibrate. What did that look mean? That she thought he was weird and dangerous? That she was wishing she hadn’t accepted his offer? He hoped not though he then berated himself for hoping not. She was, after all, a major distraction from getting any writing done. But he couldn’t blame her, he had invited her over…
 
   His brain caught up with the fact that he hadn’t said anything, and he ran his hands down his black cargo pants, wishing he had thought to wear something a little nicer. They were hardly date material. Not that he had anything that was good enough for a date with her. Something that didn’t smell like the warehouse would be taxing his wardrobe options. He watched her sit, and somehow he sat too, wondering what was supposed to come next. “Hm.” How could a writer be so very bad with words? “So. You work at the coffee shop?”
 
   She smiled though it barely made it to her lips. “Yeah. And I… I go to college.” She lifted her book. Contemplating Philosophy. At least he thought that was what it said, but she dropped it before he could be sure.
 
   Jake was impressed, far more than he could even get out. She was so far out of his league, he couldn’t even see her league from where he was. Inviting her to sit with him was a very bad idea. What was he thinking?
 
   “I don’t recommend it,” she said, leaning toward him as if there were spies that might be listening.
 
   He wasn’t sure what she meant, and before he thought better of it, he asked, “What? College or the class?”
 
   She laughed. She had a nice laugh; it helped him relax for a half a breath. “Either.” Shaking the stray strands of hair out of her eyes, she put both elbows on the table and rocked there slowly. “So, what are you working on? Or is it top secret?”
 
   Not realizing he would be the topic of conversation, Jake looked down at his computer. It had already slid into making different shapes out of lines. “Oh, it’s very exciting.” He turned it so she could see, praying it wouldn’t make the connection and go back to his book screen. It amused him that for the first half-second he could tell she believed he was actually working on shape-shifting. He tried not to laugh. “Personally I like the triangle. It’s my favorite.”
 
   The square shifted into an orange hexagon, which shifted into a blue triangle. 
 
   “Is it always blue? Is that why you like it?”
 
   Jake hadn’t really realized she would take his stupid comment so literally. “Oh. I don’t know. Um.” Carefully he turned the computer so they could both see it. The lines shifted to a green rectangle and a yellow octagon. The square came back only this time it was blue. Then the hexagon which was red, followed by the triangle which was now a light purple. “Oh. No. I guess not. Sorry. Apparently it’s not blue all the time.” He shrugged. “Who knew?”
 
   He turned the computer a little more back to himself as he glanced over at her. “So, you said you had reading?”
 
   “Yeah.” The word was a breath that he couldn’t quite read. However, without further comment, she opened her book on the table and bent her head over it.
 
   Somehow that wasn’t what he expected, and he wasn’t sure what to do with it. Seeing no other option, he turned his computer back toward him and laid his fingers on the keys.
 
   No one even knew Jasmine was in the Amazon. She had reasoned it was safer that way when she had left. Now she wasn’t so sure. 
 
   When she entered her small hotel room, she stood at the door, wondering if whoever had been in the bushes might have gotten here before her. Trepidation snaked up her spine as she grabbed the glass from the little hospitality layout and raised it as if ready to strike. If whoever it was attacked, she had at least one line of defense.
 
   Jake’s gaze yanked up and found Liz watching him. Caught, she ducked her head back to her own reading. He shifted in his chair, feeling odd about being watched. He pulled his focus back down to the words and put his fingers on the keys.
 
   No one in the closet. No one under the bed. Jasmine checked the balcony before lowering the glass. She was being paranoid. Not that she didn’t have reason to be— whoever had destroyed the evidence in the car surely knew she had other leads. Nonetheless, her nerves soothed, she grabbed up a new set of clothes and headed for the shower. She felt like she’d been dipped in smoke and soaked in sweat. Nothing compared to the humidity of the rain forest.
 
   That feeling. He looked up and caught her watching again. It jump-started his heart. “What?” Somehow he got the word out before she managed to get back to her reading.
 
   “Nothing.” And just like that, she was reading again.
 
   He puzzled over her for another long moment and then went back to his story.
 
   … the humidity. That word was underlined in red as were so many others on his screen, but he pressed on. Jasmine slipped out of her jeans and let them where they landed. She had just slid her top over her head when a blaring noise rattled her frazzled nerves. “What now?”
 
   If he did it on purpose or if he had felt her watching again, Jake wasn’t sure, but when he glanced up, her eyes were right there. He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “You know, you can ask more questions without saying a word than anyone I’ve ever met.”
 
   Her face creased. “Sorry.” She put her head down. “I’m reading. I’ll be good. I promise.”
 
   Jake realized then that they only had a precious few minutes anyway. Did he really want to spend it in some fantasy world? Granted fantasy had always worked out so much better than reality, but it was rude to ask her over and then to completely ignore her. He crossed his arms, feeling the heaviness of the black wool coat. “So, tell me about college.”
 
   When she looked up, it was as if she had no clue who he was speaking to. “C-college? Um. I don’t know. What do you want to know?”
 
   He wasn’t sure he’d known he would have to be specific. Pulling forward on his elbows, he put his chin on his hands. “I don’t know. What’s your major?”
 
   “My— um. English. Literature. Writing. That kind of thing.” She swiveled her head around as if afraid she would be caught talking to him. “Uh.” With that half-syllable, she stood. “Break’s over. I’d better let you get back to your—”  Her gaze slipped from his to his computer and back again. “—shapes.” She smiled, kind of and then jerked her thumb over her shoulder. “I’d better get back. Thanks for…”  But even she had a hard time finding something to be thankful for.
 
   “Thank you,” he said, and strangely, he found he meant it. “Maybe we could do it again some time.”
 
   And stranger still, she smiled and nodded. “I’d like that.”
 
    
 
   It was the oddest feeling in the world. They hadn’t said ten words to each other in her time of sitting there, and yet, Liz couldn’t quite get the spell of him to let her go. It took a tug of her willpower to get her moving again. She looked down at his empty coffee cup. “Would you like a refill?”
 
   He followed her gaze. “You know where I could get one?”
 
   This time her smile was bright. “I do. Wait right there. Don’t move.” She took her book with her over to the counter and stowed it. Knowing Mia would give her the third degree or worse if she stopped, she didn’t. Instead, she grabbed up the coffee pot and headed right back. 
 
   At his table, she picked up the cup and filled it, still wondering as she had the entire time she sat with him what he was working on. He wasn’t working now. He was watching her with those eyes that assessed her to the point they made her hands shake dangerously.
 
   She set the cup down with care and slid it across to him. “Do you need anything else?”
 
    
 
   The thought drifted through Jake that she really shouldn’t ask that question. “No. I’m fine. But thanks. And thanks again for before.” He took a sip, but when he set the cup down, his heart took over for his brain. “I’m sorry I’m not very good company.”
 
   “Oh, that’s fine. I’m sure you weren’t counting on someone intruding on your quiet time. Believe me, I totally understand.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” He took another sip, liking it when she talked. It filled the silent corners of his soul that he tried very hard not to think about. “You like quiet time too, huh?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s kind of hard to read Shakespeare with scream-rock playing at mind-numbing volume downstairs.”
 
   “Shakespeare, huh?”
 
   “English.”
 
   It was amazing how relaxed she made him feel. “Oh. Yeah. English. So, are you a freshman? Sophomore?”
 
   “About to graduate. In May.”
 
   “Really? And then what?”
 
   “Graduate school, I hope. That’s the plan anyway.”
 
   The bells on the door jangled, and Liz jerked around. Jake followed her gaze, knowing she needed to go, but really wishing she wouldn’t.  
 
   She turned back to him. “Um.”
 
   “Yeah.” He simply nodded to put a stamp on what he knew she wasn’t saying.
 
    
 
   Liz really wanted to tell him not to leave, that she would be back, that he should wait until after work. But all of those were stupid to say and even stupider to think. “I’d better get back to work.”
 
   “Looks that way.”
 
   She looked back at him, wishing he would find a reason she didn’t have to. “Do you need anything else?”
 
   “No. I’m fine.”
 
   Lands! That was not what she needed for him to say. Had truer words ever been spoken? “Okay.”
 
   Why was walking away from that table always so very hard? He was just a customer. A customer who would be gone in an hour and who might not ever even come back. “I guess I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   And she spent the rest of the night rationalizing the irrational.
 
    
 
   As Jake walked home alone later, he went through all the reasons that going down the road of her would never work out. She was in college for one. College. That said things to him and about him that he really didn’t want to hear, but he knew it was impossible not to face the facts. College was out of his reach. He had known that before the guidance counselor in high school had even told him so. 
 
   Class. School. It wasn’t his forte. Never had been. He went through all the reasons for that in his head as he did every single time the thought of college came up in his spirit, which was far too often for him. The cons lined up on the list like they had it memorized as well as he did. He couldn’t read. Okay. He could read, but it was slow going even on the best of days. Math was another challenge, but it was nothing compared with trying to put his thoughts into coherent words on a page.
 
   True, he thought with a hard snort, the dichotomy of that and what he was trying to do now made no sense. But that was his life. It made no sense. He had long ago stopped trying to make it to. He disappeared into the alley, liking the way the darkness swallowed him up.
 
   Putting a hand up on the railing, he climbed it with nearly no effort. Tomorrow was his first day off in two weeks, and he planned to get some much needed sleep. So it was good that she had cut the coffee off after her visit to his table. His blood ran hot, making the coat much too warm as he thought about her. Her. Liz. The waitress from the coffee shop on the corner.
 
   The one he might as well forget about ever having an interest in. Once she understood the confusing state of his pathetic life, she would run the other direction. That was sad and maybe somewhat melodramatic, but he had lived the scenario enough times to know each twist and turn, and they always wound up leading him to one place— right into the brick wall of heartache.
 
   He flopped into bed without bothering to undress. Laying back, he put his wrist on his forehead and stared up at the black ceiling somewhere above him. Why did life have to be so unfair? He just wanted a break. One. That’s all he asked. But what was the point of even asking? All that did was make him angrier when it didn’t work out. He sighed and blinked back the tears that made him even madder at himself. He was so weak and laughably stupid.
 
   No. He wouldn’t go back for her sake if nothing else. She didn’t need the millstone of his life hanging around her neck.
 
   As he fell asleep, he thought for one moment how pretty her neck was, and even that one thought of her settled his swirling spirit.
 
    
 
   Liz spent Saturday studying for her upcoming graduate entrance exam. Her roommate, Becca, had thankfully gone home for the weekend. That meant Liz had the whole apartment to herself. Well, except for her neighbors above, below, and around. Rock music blared from somewhere down the hallway. It was just enough to let her hear the beat but not enough to hear the words or other instruments.
 
   When the thump, thump, thump was a half-inch from driving her completely insane, she resorted to her headphones. She hated them, mostly because they made her feel cut off from the world, but her only other option was to go tell them to turn it off or down. Her mind drifted precariously over the time sometime after she had arrived that she had actually done that. It only took once.
 
   She knew now it was better to deal with the annoyance quietly and peacefully in her own little way. So she stuck the headphones in her ears, clicked the little iPod on, and went back to studying.
 
   The saxophone music filled her being, and she swayed back and forth as if pushed into motion by some unseen hand. She loved this song. It was one they played on the rotation at The Grind. That thought snagged on another, less wanted one. She wouldn’t be in today or tomorrow, and she wondered if he would. He. The stranger she didn’t even have a name for. Sitting in the corner working on his shapes. Of course, she knew he wasn’t working on shapes, but she smiled at that thought anyway. He was such an enigma. First he asked her to join him, and then he hardly talked, save for when she was about to leave.
 
   What did that mean anyway? That he wanted to sit with her but then got nervous? Or had he not actually wanted to sit with her but felt pressured into it? She hoped it wasn’t that though she always had such a hard time telling. Her track record spoke loudly of the fact that she was a horrible judge of guys and their intentions. Most likely she had messed up any chance she had with the stranger from the corner. Then her brain asked a most logical question:  Did she want a chance with him? She didn’t even know him. And what did that even mean to want a chance? Did she? Should she?
 
   “Ugh! Liz! Stop it already.” She slammed her pen down onto her paper. “Shut up and get something productive done.”
 
   The little pep talk didn’t help, but she felt better for having given it. At least all of her would no longer be fishing in the pond called “ridiculous.”
 
    
 
   Jake had never been to the coffee shop on a Saturday, but his steps took him there just the same. The bright sunshine should have been warm and welcoming; however, he was much too nervous to notice. He checked his outfit such that it was in the reflection on the window. Black jeans. Not new but no obvious holes. Gray T-shirt under a short-sleeved beige unbuttoned button down with tiny red lines that made a nice grid of squares. The shoes were a problem, but they were the only ones he owned. Black clunky things that he’d bought at the second hand store for five bucks. Thankfully only he knew about the small hole underneath the toe. 
 
   Steeling his breath and nerves, he yanked the door open, and hated how much he liked those bells. “Stay cool, Jake. Just stay cool.”
 
   A quick scan of the establishment told him she wasn’t on the floor or at the counter, but then again, sometimes she wasn’t. Sometimes she came in later than he got there. Maybe she was in the back, or maybe she had already been in and had left. Anxiety slithered over him as he headed over to his corner in the back. For the first time ever he almost didn’t sit there. What if he did and she didn’t see him? 
 
   That was being completely ridiculous of course, so he slid onto the chair holding onto cool with both sweaty palms. This was going to work. It had to though he had no clue how to make it. He opened his laptop, and reality crashed in on him. It wasn’t that he wasn’t long since used to all of the red lines, but they did things to his spirit that he would never get used to.
 
   Quickly he read back over the previous two paragraphs. With a sigh, he realized it was worse even than he had thought. Jasmine was fighting the flames in the hotel, but it was much more like he was reading it than living it with her, through her, and that annoyed him. Why was it so clear in his head and so very, very fuzzy when he got it onto the ether?
 
   “Can I get you something, baby?”
 
   Jake’s gaze jerked up to the waitress, and he recognized her from before. She was brash, dark all over, and she had a way about her that unnerved him. “Oh. Uh. Just… coffee. Black. That’s all.”
 
   “Coffee. Black. Got it. Be right back.”
 
   “Thanks.” He pulled his gaze back to the cursor that blinked at him. Off. On. Off. On. What comes next? What word captures Jasmine’s fear without saying she was afraid? He searched, typed in one word, didn’t like that, and erased it. He was still thinking when she came back.
 
   She set the cup on the table and poured him some of the black pick-me-up. “Can I get you something else?”
 
   Somewhere between reality and fantasy Jake looked past her into the soft yellow light of the room. “You here by yourself tonight?”
 
   The waitress, Mia or Mai, he couldn’t quite tell looked behind her. “Oh, Heather is supposed to be in later.”
 
   Jake picked up the cup and took a sip. “Heather, huh? Liz isn’t coming in?” He saw but tried not to the look that crossed the waitress’s face. It held interest and a question.
 
   “Oh. No. Liz is off on Saturdays.”
 
   He nodded as his heart fell. “Of course. Can’t work all the time, right?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   Wanting out of the humiliating conversation, he put his gaze on his computer and tapped a button to get the shapes that now reminded him so much of her to stop sliding across his screen. 
 
   “Well, I’d better let you get back to it,” she said with something of a nod that he returned. 
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
    
 
   The cell phone next to Liz’s computer vibrated to life, and she grabbed it up and clicked it on without bothering to see who it was. “Hell-o.”
 
   “Liz-bet.” Mia’s breathless greeting sat Liz upright.
 
   “Mi, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing. Listen. I can’t talk long, but I thought you should know Mystery Guy is back, and he’s asking about you.”
 
   “What?” Surprise and excitement surged followed by futility and hopelessness. “But I’m not supposed to come in tonight.”
 
   “Hello. Then make something up! You forgot a book. You need your paycheck. Dang, girl, get creative if you have to.” She stopped short. “Gotta go, but get your cute little self over here now.”
 
   And she was gone. Liz pulled the phone from her ear and looked at it. She crooked her face thinking through the brief conversation. Mia wasn’t supposed to be using the phone for personal calls. That was against company policy. Then Liz looked at the information and realized it was worse than that. She had used her own cell phone. People got fired for that. 
 
   Liz shook her head. “Mi, you shouldn’t be putting yourself on the line like that. You’ve got babies to think about, girl.” With a small clunk, Liz dropped the phone onto her desk. Go in? It was crazy to even think about doing that. She had studying to do. Besides, just because he asked about her didn’t mean he wanted to see her.
 
   Worse, it really depended on how he asked about her. Was it, “Hey, where’s your friend?” Or was it more like, “So, is your psychotic friend off tonight or what?” Mia would make no real distinction. To her a guy asking was a guy asking. But that information could mean so many, many things. The sigh escaped as Liz thought through all of the possibilities. She put her hand up to her head. Did he really want to see her? And even if he did, did that mean she should go?
 
   She looked down at herself and hopelessness drilled into her. She looked like she’d been through the carwash without the car. Hair up in something resembling a twisted ponytail, lounge clothes, and no make-up, it would take her an hour to get ready at least. What if she got over there and he had already left? Maybe it was best to just stay here. She could always tell Mia she was too busy to come. Granted, the lecture that would surely follow that declaration would be the longest of her life, but it might be preferable to the humiliation of showing up with no invitation to see a guy who had no real interest in her at all. He would think she was insane.
 
   No. If she went, she would have to think up an excuse that made sense. The paycheck thing could work except that it was the 8th. Nobody got paid on the 8th. Maybe she could act like she’d just come from the movies. That was more believable as long as you didn’t know she never went to the movies. Especially not by herself. Sure, there was that one Becca had dragged her to a year ago— on the blind, double date from Hades.
 
   Liz let the battle wage in her heart and mind as she sat there. It was easier than making a decision. Then again, what had they been talking about in Contemporary Philosophy but how the not making of decisions was actually making a decision? Strange how she had thought that an odd concept at the time. Now that she was in the middle of it, it didn’t seem nearly so strange.
 
   “Fine. I’ll go. But it’s just to see Mia. If someone else happens to be there, okay.”
 
    
 
   The words were once again caught in the tangled dam behind his consciousness. How or why that happened, Jake never could tell. The pictures were right there in full-living color, but the words swam one way and then the other making no sense at all. He glanced over to his cup. It was empty again, but he really didn’t need any more. He’d already had four cups, and the sad fact was that his fantasy about her coming in was just that— a fantasy. It annoyed him that even his fantasies no longer worked out. He couldn’t get them right on paper. He couldn’t get them right in real life. So what good were they anyway?
 
   He put his hand to his head and closed his eyes, pushing the depressing thoughts back deep into his skull. There was no point in dwelling on them. They would just take him places he had sworn he would never again go. Maybe he should leave. He was getting nothing done here anyway. Unfortunately the sun hadn’t even gone down yet. That meant going back to his apartment and sitting there for hours on end, watching someone else’s dreams come to life on television. He shook his head. Life was so pointless.
 
   Slowly he closed the computer. What was he thinking that he could do this? He should have known it would only end in a crashing disaster like every other thing he had ever wanted to do. It was better that she hadn’t come. This way he had no choice but to face reality. And the truth was, reality stank. 
 
    
 
   Liz didn’t have time to check herself in any of the storefront windows. The heels of her boots clicked on the concrete somewhere under the black slacks and brown top. Her plan had been to look like she was out on the town, but she wasn’t at all sure if that was working. Maybe she just looked cheap and desperate. Or maybe just desperate.
 
   At the door to the coffee shop, she stopped. It seemed so crazy to open that door, and as she stood there, she very nearly turned around to go back home. What was she doing anyway? This was completely and utterly insane. Still, she had come this far. She wasn’t going to turn tail and run now. With a hard breath for sanity and courage, she pulled on the door handle and the familiar gust of air greeted her. It was really strange to be there as a customer. She had no clue how to even do that. Oh, man, she must look like an idiot doing this. Picking her sunglasses up off her nose, she resettled them in her hair and tried to get her eyes to adjust.
 
   She had told herself not to look into that back corner, but before she could stop herself, she did just that, and her heart stopped. He was still there, hunched over, staring at the table, the laptop closed. Was something wrong? She wanted to go ask, but she didn’t dare.
 
   “Liz-bet!” Mia very nearly screamed, and Liz felt his gaze jerk up to her. “Girlfriend!  What are you doing here? Don’t you know it’s your day off?”
 
   The broadcast was surely meant for his sake, but Liz wanted to shoot her friend. She widened her eyes so they nearly came out of her skull. “Mi-a.” Without moving it, she shook her head. Careful not to trip, she stepped over to the counter. “I… I was just headed… to the… movies.” Man, she was bad at this. “I thought I’d stop in and see what’s going on.” She repositioned her sunglasses on her hair, hoping that didn’t make her hair stick out in some weird direction. The center of her being shook the rest of her, and her hands shook with it. He was looking. She knew he was. Now what?
 
   “The movies?” Mia said in that voice that they could have easily heard in New Jersey. “Girl, now that sounds like fun. You got a hot date, or are you going alone?”
 
    
 
   Jake’s whole being pressed forward to hear the conversation. She had come, and she was gorgeous. The black pants, the taupeish-colored tank top and the gold chains set off a swath of highlights in her hair that she casually pushed back under her sunglasses. Wow. He’d never known anyone could look that beautiful with so little effort. And what had they said about the movies? His heart stopped at the thought that she had a date. Okay, granted no one had followed her in, but he kept an eye on the door just the same.
 
   About that time was when he realized, his computer was shut and he was in fact staring across the coffee shop, right at her. In that second his body went into look busy mode. He yanked open the computer lid though he didn’t bother to turn it on. Instead, he hunkered down behind it and watched her. The feeling of being a stalker slipped over him again, but he didn’t care. She was worth going to jail.
 
    
 
   What in the world was she supposed to do now? Liz had no idea what time the movie started, and honestly, she didn’t really want to go by herself. The thought that she should go over and say hello slipped into her, but she panicked at even the thought. No way was she going to do that. Granted, he was over there, looking like some casual cool magazine layout, but gracious, how desperate would that look?
 
   Having no real clear understanding of step two of this ill-conceived plan, she opted to sit on a counter stool. At least she could talk with Mia a little bit. Then if nothing happened, she would just turn around and go back home. The thought jabbed into her heart, but a girl could only do so much. 
 
   Mia came back from rounds and right over to where Liz had sat down. Thankfully her friend lowered her voice. “Why don’t you go over there and say hi?”
 
   Panic surged again, and Liz put her hand up into her hair. “I can’t do that. He’ll think I showed up just to see him.”
 
   “But you did.”
 
   “Shhh. He’ll hear you.”
 
   Mia’s gaze slipped over Liz’s head in his direction. “Well, does it matter that he’s looking over here?”
 
   “What?” Heat drained down Liz’s face. “No he’s not. Mia, stop…” She reached for her friend. “Stop looking. You’re embarrassing me. Geesh. Stop. Please. Maybe he doesn’t even care that I’m here.”
 
   “Yeah. Right.” Mia’s gaze fell from him to her friend, and the look was long and hard. “You’re really not going to go over there, are you?”
 
   “What’re you, nuts? No. I’m not going over there.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Mia nodded, her face reflecting deep thought. Then suddenly she uncoiled. “Oh, look. He’s out of coffee.”
 
   “Mi!”
 
   But her friend was already headed for the coffeepot. 
 
   “Mia, please, please don’t,” Liz pleaded even as her friend headed around the counter. She tried again as Mia went past, close enough to hear but not close enough to grab. “Mi, Mia, don’t. Please.”
 
   Humiliation. It was the only word that came close. Liz considered running, but that would be way too obvious. No. She was stuck somewhere in the middle of Mia’s matchmaking scheme whether she liked it or not. “Terrific.”
 
    
 
   “More coffee?” the black waitress asked with a smile.
 
   “Oh. I—” Jake glanced up from his computer where he was doing only a passable job of hiding, past her to her friend, still sitting at the counter. She hadn’t even looked over at him. “I think I’m done for the night, but thanks.”
 
   Her smile fell into seriousness. There was a moment he thought she might pour the stuff over his head, and when she leaned closer to him, he backed up in concern. “Look, it’s none of my business, you know.” Inexplicably she began filling his cup very, very slowly. “But Liz, you know the one you were asking about earlier—”
 
   As if he could have forgotten. That would have been like forgetting how to breathe, which at the moment he realized he had. 
 
   “Well, she just came in, and she’s headed over to the movies. But her date stood her up, so she’s kind of flying solo.” She finished filling the cup and stood back. “Not that I told you that or anything.”
 
   Jake’s gaze held on her face for a long moment. “Yeah. Yeah. Okay.” He reached and took a sip of the scalding coffee without even tasting it. His full attention had instead homed in on the curve of the back of the woman now seated at the counter. She was even beautiful from the back.
 
   Without him realizing it, the other waitress walked away. It was only then that he got that it would be up to him to make the first move. What guy in his right mind had stood her up? That was insanity personified. He nearly laughed as the picture of insanity in person form jumped into his mind, looking nearly as ridiculous as he felt.  “Okay, Jacob. Get it together. This is it.” He blew out a breath. “Time to put up or shut up. Stand up. Go over there, and be brilliant.”
 
    
 
   “What did you do?” Liz whispered to Mia, wanting to glance back at him but not being able to for fear he was laughing at her.
 
   Mia shrugged. “The man needed more coffee. What did you want me to do? Waste a good tip? I’ve got babies to feed, you know.” At that moment her gaze snapped up behind Liz, and Liz froze.
 
   Was he moving? Was he coming this way? She wanted to ask, but she didn’t dare.
 
   “Hey, stranger.” His throaty voice sent her heart spiraling into her boots.
 
   It took a breath to get herself turned, and she noticed Mia conveniently disappear around the counter to check on the customers as she did. “Oh. Hi.” One look at him, and she knew she was in serious trouble. Still she plastered a smile on her face. “You getting any shape-shifting done?”
 
   Was that right? Did it sound casual and surprised and witty? She couldn’t tell.
 
   His gaze went down to the laptop under his arm as if he hadn’t realized it was there. “Oh. Yeah.” He laid his other hand on it. “You know. I guess so.”
 
   Liz nodded, having no clue where to go from there. “Um, yeah, I was…”
 
   “Did I…?”
 
   She joined his laugh as they both realized the other was speaking at the same moment. “I’m sorry. What were you going to say?”
 
   “Hm.” He cleared his throat in the way that told her he was far more nervous than he looked. It made her relax one small iota, and even that much was a blessing. “Um, I was just thinking a movie sounds really good tonight, but I hate going alone. You interested?”
 
   “In a movie?” Good grief!  What did that even mean? He’d said a movie. How unambiguous was that? “Um, y-yeah. Sure. If you’re sure you don’t mind.”
 
   He smiled and seemed to relax a little also. “I haven’t seen a really good movie in a long time. I think it would make—”  Once again, he put his hand on his laptop. “—work a lot easier.”
 
   Liz didn’t really understand that, but she wasn’t about to question it. “Great. Cool. Awesome. Then let’s go see what they’re showing.”
 
    
 
   Strange, Jake thought, she was going to a movie, but she didn’t know what was even playing? But he pushed that thought underneath the completely bizarre understanding that somehow he had just scored a date through no real effort of his own.
 
   “Mia, we’re going to take off,” Liz said to her friend who turned and smiled.
 
   “You take care of yourself,” Mia said, and then she pointed at him, “and you, take care of her.”
 
   “Will do.” He waved once and waited for Liz to step away from him. Still grasping to Mia’s gaze, he mouthed, “Thank you.”
 
   This time her smile slid into happy knowing, and she nodded. Then without so much as a word, she warned him that he’d better be good to her friend or he would be found in teeny-tiny, unrecognizable pieces the next morning. He nodded back, understanding and having no intentions of crossing any line that would chase her away. Mia didn’t have to worry on that count. 
 
    
 
   Liz just thought she had understood nerves before, but when she walked out of The Grind with him a half step behind her, the nerves went to a whole new level. She reached up to shift her sunglasses and considered putting them actually over her eyes when she realized the sun was in fact on the horizon and doing so would look silly at best. However, her hand was already up, so she flipped her hair slightly and dropped her hand, hoping upon hope that that looked more natural than it had felt.
 
   “So, they let you have days off, huh?” he asked, and although she was walking the pace of a turtle, he stayed right at her side, even a quarter step back. 
 
   She had to turn just slightly to be able to talk to him. “Saturdays and Sundays, but I’m on call if there is a coffee emergency.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” His gaze swung over to her as if that statement was interesting and hilarious, which it wasn’t. “Like what? The coffee maker blows up or there’s a latte crisis?”
 
   It wasn’t hard to smile. “Something like that.” Two more steps. “No, most of the time it’s if one of Mia’s kids gets sick or Heather has a date.” The word date did nothing for her nerves.
 
   “Ah.” He lifted his chin and nodded. “Well, those would be personnel issues, not necessarily coffee issues.”
 
   “True.” She shrugged. “Other than that, I only work weeknights and some Friday mornings.” 
 
   At that theatre, they joined the back of the short line. Liz put her arms over themselves and looked up at the two posters lining the wall. There were only two screens. Surely at the time it was built the theatre was state of the art. Now, not so much. Still it had a quirky feel that was at once welcoming and intriguing.
 
   “That’s interesting. I would think you would work the weekends.” He followed her gaze up to the marquee above them. Then it fell back to her. Strange how she felt it when he did that.
 
   “Yeah, I did the first year, but I found out I can get a lot more done on the weekends.” They took a step forward together. “My roommate goes home a lot, so I have the place to myself.”
 
   “Ah.” He lifted his chin again. “Quiet.”
 
   She bounced her head to one side. “Well, as quiet as it gets with screaming neighbors and paper thin walls.”
 
   He nodded and followed her forward. “Could be worse.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “You could live where I do.”
 
   “That bad, huh?” She slipped her finger up and pushed a strand of hair over her ear. 
 
   His gaze slid down and landed on her. “Worse.”
 
   Liz absorbed that, not sure what to make of it. They were now getting perilously close to the front of the line, and she realized they hadn’t even talked about what movie to see. She looked at the posters. “You got a preference?”
 
   “I’m not real big on horror films.” He put his fingers to his temple. “Once it goes in, I can’t really get it out.”
 
   One more nod and she stepped to the box office. “Uh, one for Going, Gone, please.” She slid her money from her pocket.
 
   “I can get this,” he said, but she glanced up as she pushed her money under the little window. 
 
   “It’s okay. I’ve been saving my tips.” She flashed a wicked smile at him as the guy behind the window made the change and pushed it back to her with the ticket. “Thanks.”
 
    
 
   One thing was for sure, Jake would have no clue what the movie was even about with her looking like that. That smile certainly didn’t help. “Uh, one for Going, Gone please.”
 
   In seconds the transaction was complete, and he went over to where she was waiting by the door. He really wished he could find some safe place for his computer. This was completely awkward, but there simply wasn’t a good option. She pulled the door open, and he held it for her. Together, they walked in, but nothing had prepared him for the sight.
 
   It was like stepping into some old movie set. Red carpet twisted and twined in every direction. Soft piano music played on unseen speakers, and directly in front of them was a staircase that actually wound upward.
 
   “Wow,” Liz breathed at his side. “I had no idea it was this nice.”
 
   “No kidding.” It was hard to know what to look at. Gold inlays lined the stairs and the handrail. The effect was stunning. He jerked his attention from it back to her. “Um, do you want some popcorn or something?”
 
   “Oh, no. I’m fine. I ate before… I came.”
 
   “Not even anything to drink?”
 
   She considered but decided against it. “Nah. I’m fine.” Her gaze came over to his, and it was hard to explain how unworthy he felt. “You want to go up to the balcony?”
 
   It was like she could read his mind. “We’re here, aren’t we? We might as well get the full effect.”
 
   As he followed her to and then up the staircase, he couldn’t help but be in awe of her grace. She moved as if she had no contact with the ground at all. He wished he could capture that somewhere other than in his mind, but getting out the computer right now wouldn’t work. Play it cool, Jake. Just play it cool.
 
   In the balcony, they came out on one side of the rows of seats that stretched from one side all the way to the other. The effect of the theatre stretched out below them took his breath for a moment. It was like they were flying, and he grasped the handrail a little tighter as his balance swayed beneath him.
 
   “Oh, wow,” she gasped, fully taken in by the sight. “This is incredible.”
 
   “No kidding. It’s amazing.” He hadn’t checked the times, but there weren’t many people in this theatre yet. What that meant, he wasn’t really sure, but his mind puzzled on it just the same. Fully taken in by the vastness of the room, he followed her to a center seat near the front of the balcony, but thankfully, not in the first row. When they were seated, he assessed her seat choice glad she hadn’t gone all the way to the front row as heights made him woozy. Still, he didn’t want to deprive her of the full range of the experience. “You don’t want to go to the front?”
 
   “Nah. I like it back here.” The glance was filled with quiet apprehension. “Unless you want to.”
 
   With concern and trying to read her, he let his gaze stay on her. “No. No. I’m fine right here.” He thought the exchange through and decided he liked it because maybe, just maybe she too was afraid of heights and had chosen the safer option. Maybe that was a good sign that they were on the same wavelength or something. His mind spun backward and forward through all it could mean. He was really going to have to get a pen and paper when he was around her to write these things down. Unfortunately, his mind picked that exact moment to go completely and totally blank. It was surely the nerves though he noticed the air in the room seemed not to be moving much. “Is it hot in here, or is it me?”
 
   “No. It’s not you. It is hot. Must be the balcony.” She turned slightly. “We could go down, if you want.”
 
   But he just smiled at her. “Nah. Some things are worth it.” When she smiled back, he could only think that he really liked that smile. A lot.
 
    
 
   It was only when they were seated with no coffee and no getting tickets between them that Liz had the sudden and not wholly comfortable realization that she was somehow on a date with a guy, and she didn’t even know his name. She let out a breath, ratcheted her eyes up to the ceiling at the thought, and shook her head without moving it. No. There was no other option. She had to ask. She had to.
 
   “So,” she finally said, reaching up and scratching her head even as her gaze traipsed away from the conversation, the situation and him. “Um, this is… kind of… well…” Glancing at him, she smiled a half-second smile that fell into what-am-I-doing-here. “I mean, this is going to sound really… strange, I know, but…”
 
   He was looking at her with undisguised worry and terror as if she might pitch him off the balcony or start screaming like Janet Leigh in Psycho.
 
   “The truth is, well, somehow I never quite… caught your name.”
 
    
 
   Horror and relief poured into Jake in equal measures. Leave it to his inimitable stupidity to ask a girl on a date without ever bothering to introduce himself. “Oh, man. I’m sorry.” He let out a breath that took his body down four inches. His sardonic laugh was barely there. “Yours was on your name tag. I never thought…” Stopping himself before he humiliated himself or her any further, he nodded as a million more words flooded into his consciousness. He beat them back as he held out his hand willing his mouth not to make an even bigger idiot of himself than he already had. “I’m Jake.”
 
   How he got the name out without butchering it, he would never know.
 
   But instead of looking annoyed with his stumbling, the smile she beamed at him swept what was left of his breath away. Her soft, tender smile drifted up into her eyes as she took his hand in hers, and that managed to shatter and scatter every last rational thought in him. He blinked at the feeling as it drove like a dagger into the center of him and splintered there.
 
   Her hand, soft and warm, now touching his. How was this happening again? It was as if all of life had fallen away but for that touch and the light in her eyes. “I’m Liz. Liz Savoy.”
 
   “Savoy.” Jake couldn’t help it, he was falling fast and hard with no idea where the ground might be. And for that moment, he didn’t care if he ever found it again. “That’s really beautiful. Is it French?”
 
   She laughed which surprised him because he didn’t know it was funny. “I think it’s more Italian. At least that’s what my grandma always said, but you’re right, it sounds more French, doesn’t it?”
 
   Why did he have so much trouble focusing on what she was saying when he was close to her like this? And the lingering of her fingers on his wasn’t helping anything. “Yeah. Yes. Definitely some French in there somewhere.”
 
   The lights suddenly slipped and muted, leaving them in the dim light, and Jake blinked for real to get the spell to let him go. Not wanting to but knowing he couldn’t hold her hand like that over the laptop, half turned to her the whole movie, he withdrew his hand as she went the other way. When he was safely back on his side of the armrest, his mind slip-slid through the last hour. If he hadn’t lived it in bright, shining, life-like color, he would never have believed it had actually happened. In fact, he had to let himself test it several times to make sure he wasn’t in fact dreaming. Then again, if he was, this was one dream he never wanted to wake up from. One glance at her, and he smiled. Truly it was the Best. Dream. Ever.
 
    
 
   The movie was good enough, a typical chase flick that started with a bang and never let up on the action until the final credits started scrolling. By the end Liz was tired from the nonstop, head-spinning thrill ride. Several times throughout the movie she had wondered if he would make some kind of a move, to hold her hand again or to put his arm around her, but he never had. Maybe she had misread this whole thing she thought again as they sat, neither moving, though it seemed everyone else in the theatre was already headed out when the credits started.
 
   She looked over at him, but his gaze was glued to the screen. “You ready?”
 
   When his gaze came over to hers, he looked a bit puzzled and somewhat startled. “What? Oh. Sorry. I usually stay to watch the credits, but we can go if you want.”
 
   That was odd, but she checked her judgment. “Oh. No. That’s okay. We can stay. I don’t mind.” She settled back in her seat, watching, not sure what was so interesting. 
 
   Once she snuck a sidelong glance at him. He had a nice silhouette outlined with those dark whiskers that were such a part of him not to mention the nice everything else that was so inherent to him. He still had his computer on his lap, and she suddenly felt very bad for making him hold it the whole time. Glancing back to the screen still scrolling, she puzzled over why they were still there. Especially since everyone else had already left.
 
   After another minute, she could stand it no longer. Leaning over to him, she purposely did not take her gaze off the black surface smattered with a disparity of names. “What exactly are we looking for?”
 
   He slid down a little more in his seat and leaned back to her. “I just think it’s amazing to see how many people it takes to make a movie. I mean, look at that. Grips and assistants to the make-up people and stand-ins and stunt people and people who wrote the music and people who recorded the music. Production people and distribution people. I don’t know. I just like to spend a little time at the end saying thanks for all their talent and time.”
 
   Liz wasn’t sure if it was what he said or how he said it, but something about it captured her true admiration. She let her gaze slide up his face and back down it before she returned it to the screen. They were down to the music list. The names were so small, they were barely legible. Still, he was right. It was an impressive list.
 
   And then the screen went black, and the lights came up. She stood with him, stumbling in the light.
 
   “Sorry about that. I know it’s kind of weird,” he said, now clearly embarrassed.
 
   “No.” She pulled the bottom of her top down. “It’s cool.” Not sure if it was time to leave even now, she looked at him. “You ready?”
 
   His smile was soft, and his eyes continued to apologize. “Yeah. We’d better go before they make us clean up.”
 
   Trying not to wonder what came next, she wound her way out of the line of seats and then waited for him to make it out too. “So, what did you think?” 
 
   They went up the aisle to the doors at the back and then out into the even brighter lights of the lobby.
 
   “Of the movie?” he asked as if she might be talking about something else.
 
   “Yeah. What’d you think?”
 
   He was a little bit taller than her, maybe four or five inches, so she had to look up to talk with him as they headed to the staircase. “It’s was good. Good plot overall, but the characterization was a little weak in places.”
 
   They went down the stairs, her hanging on to the railing so she didn’t trip and take the rest of the flight down tumbleweed style.
 
   “Oh, yeah?” At the bottom, she crossed her arms, now quite sure he was not going to take her hand. “Like what?”
 
   He glanced at her, and she felt it. “Well, like Patrick. I mean he was running from the FBI and all, but why?”
 
   “Well, he had the plans.”
 
   “Yeah, but so? I mean why didn’t he want them to have them? Okay, he didn’t trust Henderson, but he could have given them to one of the others.”
 
   “But how would he know the others weren’t in on Henderson’s plans?”
 
   “Well, he didn’t I guess.” He thought about that as he pushed through the outside door and held it for her. “But then he just gave them to the guy he didn’t even know at the end. What was that all about? I mean he runs and runs and runs and then bang. He finds this guy, gives him the plans, and we’re done. What does that even mean?”
 
   Liz was immensely surprised by his passion. She hadn’t expected that at all. “I’m not sure it’s supposed to mean anything. It’s a movie. Go fast. Drive around. Shoot a bunch of people. The end. We’re done.”
 
   Suddenly they both realized at the same moment that they were standing out on the sidewalk, neither going east nor west. 
 
   Looking up, Liz crossed her arms more firmly, suddenly sad to see the evening go so quickly. “Well…”
 
   His gaze went up and then came down to hers. “Yeah.”
 
   She reached up and scratched her head as awkward fell between them. “I guess this is it.”
 
   It took him five seconds to agree. “I guess so.”
 
   “Well, thank you,” she said, her gaze not really being able to hold his. “For going with me.” Now her gaze was sliding this way and that, unable to hold on anything. “It was fun.”
 
   “Yeah, it was.” And then his gaze came to her face and stayed.
 
   When she found him looking, nerves attacked like a school of angry squid overtaking her. She bent her head and scratched the side of her ear. Wow. This was awkward. “So. I guess I’ll see you at the shop sometime?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll be there.”
 
   Although it broke her heart, she managed a smile. “With your shapes?”
 
   “Yeah.” The word was hardly a breath though he never took his eyes off of her. 
 
   Another moment and she nodded. “Okay. Well, I’d better get on home.” Another half-moment and she stepped past him, not sure he wouldn’t reach out to stop her, and not sure she didn’t want him to either. “Take care.”
 
    
 
   Jake was snagged in the free fall of having no clue what to do. Should he ask to walk her home, or was that too forward? Granted most guys would have her back at her apartment and in a bed by now, but he wasn’t most guys. He still couldn’t believe he had made it this far. “You… you too.”
 
   And then, inexplicably he was standing on the sidewalk by himself watching her walk away. When she crossed the street at the crosswalk, his heart fell inside him.
 
   “That was great, Jake. Real smooth.” His attention fell to his computer and the thoughts of all his shortcomings dropped on his shoulders. And things were going so well too. With a kick he got his feet moving in the direction of his apartment. Tonight letting the darkness absorb him would feel even better than it normally did.
 
   “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Why do you have to be so unbelievably stupid?” At that moment he truly hated himself. Maybe more than he ever had.
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   “And then I left,” Liz said over the rags they were using to wipe down the counter on Monday night when all the customers had gone home.
 
   “After he laid one on you, right?” Mia wasn’t going to be satisfied with them just sitting in the balcony watching the movie, and Liz wasn’t sure she was satisfied with it either. He hadn’t come in tonight, and she had been so sure he would. He had said he would. At least she thought he had said he would. The end of that quasi-date was still a little fuzzy.
 
   All weekend she had thought through the night. Over and over on auto-play. Even at church and Bible Study on Sunday night. She knew that was hardly spiritual, but her mind simply wouldn’t attend to anything other than him standing there on the sidewalk as if he was planted there. Okay, she didn’t want him to come home with her. She had, in fact, been dreading that moment in case he suggested it. But when it passed with no fireworks, not even a dud-pop, the truth was she was disappointed. Of course that was dumb. It was a no-win situation for him. Either way she was going to be mad or hurt. The “right” thing was such a thin line, no one could hit it accurately. Still she had let herself have the luxury of replaying how she would have liked the evening to end in her night dreams and her daydreams since then.
 
   The honest and total truth was that besides the fact that he had made absolutely no moves on her, she’d had a really good time with him. He was nice and polite and interesting. The greater truth was she wished she could go back to that last conversation. She’d thought about what he said, and she had a few observations of her own on those counts now. But now it was too late. “No, he didn’t lay one on me. We said good night, and he went his way and I went mine.”
 
   Mia stopped wiping and put her rag on her hip in a firm grip as she tilted her head in barely disguised disgust. “You mean to tell me that boy took you to the movies, did not hold your hand for more than two seconds, didn’t even try to put his arm around you, and then he didn’t even have the good sense kiss you goodnight?”
 
   “Hey,” Liz said defensively as much for him as for her. “It’s not that big a deal. Okay? It’s not like I’m looking to hook up with anybody now anyway.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” It was clear Mia didn’t believe her. Worse, Liz wasn’t even sure she believed herself.
 
   When she was really honest, she let herself wonder what it would have been like if he had kissed her. Then of course she would snap out of that and remind herself that she didn’t have time for things like boyfriends and holding hands and kissing on street corners.  It was better this way. If not better then at least easier, and that was close enough.
 
    
 
   Monday, work passed for Jake like a conveyor belt stuck on ultra-slow. Driving the forklift from one end of the building to the other had never been particularly exciting. Today it had been excruciating. Random scenes from the book kept playing through his mind. They were so close he could touch them, but when he’d snatched up his computer after work and got to the tiny restaurant on the other side of the park, nothing would come. Nothing. Blank.
 
   During work, the book scenes had kept his mind from her, but now that he could work on the scenes, it was only her that he saw. Her. Liz. Sitting there in the theatre. Her on that sidewalk. She was so gorgeous, so full of life. It was clear her going with him was only because there were no better options available. In fact, had her date shown up, he wouldn’t have even had that much of a chance. Hate for himself slithered over him, crawling across his shoulders and up into his brain. It snaked down into his heart as snippets of memories flashed like a movie gone mad through his mind. 
 
   Playgrounds full of happy, playing children. He watched them, feeling the sadness overtake him because as he watched them, he knew he wasn’t like them. He didn’t know how to be though he wanted to be with all of his heart. Then there was the art room, the sculpture of the tiger he was so proud of in front of him. Never had he felt successful at anything until he beheld that one something that had come through his mind, into his hands, and out into reality. Finally. He was good at something.
 
   “Oh, look what the retard made…”
 
   The ugly comment hurled by one of his most hated enemies sliced right through him even now, all these years later. He could still see himself, angry, hurt, bitter, as he smashed into the thing, slung it from the table, and ran from the room. It was his first trip to the principal, but it certainly hadn’t been his last. Failure. 
 
   The word should have been stamped in bright letters on his forehead. Everyone knew it, and she would learn it too if he ever went back. Of that he was sure. So, he told himself as he walked home with nothing to show for his excursion, he would not go back. Not tonight. Not ever. Instead, he would hold their one moment in his head and his heart forever, and that would be enough. More was not possible anyway, and the possibility of her ever learning he was stupid, of knowing she knew would simply be too much to bear. No, it was better this way. 
 
   With that thought, he disappeared into the darkness of the alley.
 
    
 
   Liz had been so hopeful all week, but by Friday night as she picked up the chairs, she had no more made-up excuses for why he hadn’t come. Sadness seeped into her. The song she loved came on the speakers, but she didn’t feel like dancing. She felt heavy and dumb for believing she had anything to give to a relationship, anything a guy would want that hadn’t already been taken. He was right, of course, for not coming back. He probably realized she was damaged goods, and what guy wanted that? 
 
   She set a chair up on a table and let out a sigh when she realized only his was left. Walking over and feeling stupid for it, she ran her hand over the smooth plastic of the back arch. “God,” she whispered, knowing He could hear and hoping He wouldn’t think her foolish for the request, “please be with Jake, wherever he is, whatever he’s doing. He really is a good guy. Please let him know that I think so.”
 
   With that she swept up the chair set it on the table and went to get the broom.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, them other stupid, little snot-nosed brats don’t know when to shut up. I swear, I’d like to take a few of them out.” Arnold Beckwith sat at the break table with two other guys on Saturday. He wasn’t talking to Jake, probably didn’t even realize Jake was in the room, but the conversation was loud enough that Jake would have heard it whether he wanted to or not. “Poor kid. I remember what that’s like, the teasing and stuff.” He cursed twice and then shook his head. “I’d like to knock those brats into the next century, and I would if someone would give me a crack at them.”
 
   “So are they getting him help?” Ike Linch asked. “Your kid, I mean?”
 
   Arnold snorted. “Got him in some special thing at school, not that it’s helping none. I keep telling the wife they should just give it up. He’s going to work at the warehouse just like his old man. It ain’t so bad. Heavy equipment, working the forklifts. It’s in his blood. Why bother with all that book learning stuff? The kid’s not college material anyway. What’s the point?”
 
   How many times had Jake heard that? Not college material. His heart sank. He knew nothing about Arnold’s kid, wouldn’t know how to help the kid even if he did, but he still felt for him just the same. From here on out, life wasn’t going to get any better or easier for him. He decided to take his lunch outside. Listening to more would just be too depressing.
 
   As he sat out on the dock, watching the traffic of the trains and ships and trucks snake by, he asked himself what the point of all of this was. It was a question he’d asked on more than one occasion, and one he’d never found an answer for. He hadn’t written in three days, preferring instead to simply sit and let life go by in a string of images on the television. His heart hurt over that, and he wished he could stop thinking about it. That was why he had signed on for an extra shift today— to have something to do so he would stop thinking about his life and how miserable it was.
 
   A face, hers, drifted through his consciousness and he smiled in spite of himself. One bright spot in a sea of depressing. He could see that sea of depressing in his mind as if he could reach out and touch it. Conjuring up her image was no harder than seeing what was right in front of him. He had her memorized, maybe had memorized her long before he knew he had. Front. Back. Hair. Face. Smile. She was beautiful. Like some exotic bird, perched for but a moment and then gone.
 
   He ate the last bite of sandwich and let his head tip back against the hard metal of the building. It was almost time to go back to work, but for one more minute, he wanted to feel what it was like to be with her. Even in his spirit only, she settled him, called him to believe in something he couldn’t even see. He couldn’t explain that, nor did he understand it, but he felt it all just the same. If she could just be the person she was in his head…
 
   But no one could ever live up to that, and it was unfair to ask her to try. With that thought and a sigh, he pulled himself up and went back to work.
 
    
 
   “Anyone else?” Tracy asked the young adult group on Sunday night as Bible Study was winding down. They were praying, holding hands, eyes closed around the circle as they always did.
 
   The thought surged in Liz’s heart, but she beat it back. The group was wonderful, but they had this thing about being overly interested in the dating lives of their fellow journeyers. Then she hit on something.
 
   “I’d like to pray for this guy at work,” Liz said, purposely not filling in any details. “I’m not sure why, but I feel like he needs prayers. I don’t even know what to pray for, just that God keep him close.”
 
   Others nodded, and Liz let out a sigh of relief. Not that she thought they would judge her for making such a vague request, but it was always something of a concern. The final couple of prayer requests came, and then Tracy led the final prayer, and they all said, “Amen.”
 
   Liz pulled up from the floor and joined the others at the little counter in the student center. It had been a haven ever since sophomore year.
 
   “So, Liz, how’s the graduate search going?” Tracy asked. They had started at the center about the same time. It wasn’t like they were best friends, but they kept up with each other in a passing kind of interested way.
 
   “Once I get through this test, it’ll be great.”
 
   “When’s the test?” Tracy popped a cucumber in her mouth and took a sip of tea.
 
   “Two weeks.” That hardly seemed possible. “In fact, I need to be making tracks. I’ve got a psych paper to finish up.” 
 
   “Fun,” Tracy said with sarcasm dripping from the statement. “See you next week?”
 
   “I’ll be here.” As Liz climbed out of the church basement, she thought about Jake again. It was pretty clear to her by now that she was never going to see him again, and it wasn’t even like they’d made that big of a connection. So why couldn’t she just forget about him like she had the others? It was like he had made an indelible mark on her heart that she just couldn’t bury or ignore. “God, come on here. He was just some guy, and he obviously doesn’t care. Could we forget about him and move on already? Please. I prayed for him. What more do You want? He’s gone, moved on. And so should I. Okay? I don’t want to think about him anymore. I’ve got too much to think about. The exam. The paper. Getting into graduate school. There’s too much to be worried about in my own life to be worrying about someone else who doesn’t even remember I exist.”
 
   Still the feeling didn’t leave. She took six defiant steps and then gave up. “Fine. Please be with Jake tonight. Wherever he is, whatever he’s doing. There. You happy now?”
 
   It still didn’t feel like enough, but she had no idea what more to do. What more could she do? His name was Jake in a city of ten million people. Unless he found her, she would never be able to find him. “God, please, please, just let me stop thinking about him all the time. Please. I need my sanity.”
 
    
 
   Jake considered going to The Grind. It was Sunday, and she didn’t work the weekends. Why he was avoiding her, he couldn’t quite explain, but he was, and that was all he could clearly say about the situation. Instead, he chose to push the recliner back and put on a shoot-’em-up show. It was bad, but it was better than life. So he settled in and let it take him wherever it went.
 
    
 
   “So have you met up with Mystery Guy?” Mia asked on Tuesday during the lull. 
 
   “His name is Jake, and no, I haven’t.” Liz yanked her book from the hiding place under the counter. “And if you have to know, I don’t expect to either.”
 
   “Well, did you give him your number or something? So he can get a hold of you?”
 
   She hadn’t even thought to do that. “No. But he knows where to find me. I’m here every night of the week.” That hurt the most, the understanding that he was purposely not coming. The reason was obvious for anyone who cared to look. “It was one date, Mi. Bizarre as it was.” Liz shrugged as if it mattered not on iota to her. “Besides, I told you I don’t have time for that anyway.”
 
   “Yeah, but…”
 
   Liz held up her book. “More important things. Remember?”
 
   Mia shook her head. “You and those books. I worry about you sometimes.”
 
   “Yeah? Well, don’t. I’m fine.” She put on her best face. “I am. I don’t need a guy hanging around. He’d just complicate things, and I don’t need complicated right now. Seriously, Mia. I’m fine. Just let it go. Okay? I have.”
 
   Mia didn’t look happy about that, but Liz didn’t give her the chance to protest. She went over and found a booth. With the book opened, she sighed. If only she could believe all that I’m fine stuff as easily as Mia had. 
 
   “Come on, concentrate, Liz. This is important.”
 
    
 
   The television wasn’t doing anything for him anymore. His mind was racing on past the storyline, spinning different much more interesting stories, going in ten directions at once. It was about to drive him crazy. He needed to take a walk, to get out and get some air. To do something.
 
   Truth was, he was beginning to worry about himself though he couldn’t put that into words exactly. It was just this feeling that he had jumped the rails and was on no good path that he wanted to be on. He wanted alcohol more than the next breath, and that was never a good sign. He grabbed his coat from the rack, slipped on his shoes, got his key and stepped out. There was no use of bringing the computer. He’d given up on that dream anyway. He wasn’t a writer. How he had ever convinced himself of that silliness, he had no idea.
 
   Stuffing his hands in his coat pockets though it was hardly cold, he trudged from the alley into the soft neon lights that blended together in comforting ways. Lights. Colors. He’d always felt more comfortable in them. He could almost hear the melodies they sang when they mixed and twined and twisted together. He’d never told anyone about that. It seemed even weirder than he normally was, and people had shown him in vivid emotional colors that who he had shown them he was was already not normal. 
 
   Strangely though, it was normal for him. Why he couldn’t get anyone else to understand that, he’d never quite grasped. He just walked, not really going anywhere, liking the feel of moving, of being, even if he was invisible to everyone else on the planet. Once again he considered going to find a bar, but he beat that idea down into its little dark hole and snapped the box shut. Thinking about it was always the first step to doing it, so he had learned how not to think about it. Or at least how to stop thinking about it when it came up.
 
   He sighed. If he could just stop being him, everything would be great. He let his mind consider that— what it would be like to not be himself. Who he would be if he was normal. What he might have done with his life. Where he might have gone. On his fingers plus ten, he counted up how many years it had been since high school, must be 13 or 14 at least. He thought about the GED he’d always thought about getting but never quite had. Yes, added to the long list of other failures in his life was dropping out of school in eleventh grade.
 
   His father at the time thought it was the best plan ever; his mother had grieved for another five years, until seeing them just got too hard. He hadn’t been back since. They probably thought he was dead by now, and in a way they were right. He wasn’t alive. Not really. Just walking around in a shell of a life that didn’t even make sense to him.
 
   At that moment he stopped short on the sidewalk, realizing he was standing right where he had stood with her, under the marquee. He looked up at it, knowing to the center of him that what he had done to her was not fair. She probably thought him a jerk or worse, and he probably was that at the very least for even thinking about the fact that she was three storefronts down and how easy it would be to walk down there and see her. But that wouldn’t be fair. She had no doubt gone on with her life. 
 
   However, his feet never moved, not even a step to turn around and go back where he had come. His hands jammed harder into his pockets, trying to get him going again, but it wasn’t working. He looked down the block to the little neon sign jutting out from the building. The Grind. The sigh took every ounce of energy he had left. “Don’t, Jake. You’re being an idiot. Just let it go.”
 
   Unfortunately his whole being was now riveted to that sign and the promise it held. Would it really hurt to just go say hi? Sure, he was too much of an emotional klutz to make a real relationship with her work, but was it a crime to be friendly? Shaking his head that he was going to do this, he started that direction. Every single step was a struggle. It was like he was having a tug-of-war with himself, and even as he thought it, the picture was right there in his mind— him on one side of the rope and him on the other side, the puddle of mud in the middle. It was a good and sure bet he was going to end up in that mud one way or the other. He might as well have a moment of peace before he landed there.
 
   Pulling the door open, he heard the bells and felt the gush of air. The aroma nearly knocked him backward. It was strong. Pungent. Perfect. A soft smile crept onto his face and slid into his heart. Why had he stayed away for so long?
 
    
 
   Liz was busy restocking the cups, taking them from the back to the front when she looked up and caught sight of him walking through the shop. She nearly dropped the cups. They jumped from her hands, but she caught them at the last possible second. It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be. But he was headed to the back, to his corner, in that coat. Dark hair, hunched shoulders. It was him. Jake. It had to be. Her breath yanked up into her throat, and she thought she might choke as the cups wobbled again.
 
   Willing herself to calm down, she replaced them under the counter, glad that Mia had taken off early. It was only fifteen minutes to closing anyway, and closing up alone had sounded like a very good idea until this moment. She stood and brushed her hair back as she watched him without watching. He sat down and grabbed a menu, never even looking over to her. That’s when she realized he didn’t have the computer. That was strange. He always had the computer. Always.
 
   Her whole being went into analyzing and freaking out mode. “Oh, God, help.” She smoothed her apron over her stomach, wishing she had thought to do something cute with her hair. She hadn’t. And her clothes weren’t any better. The spinning of her head twirled away from her grasp. What was she going to do now? 
 
   She forced a long, deep breath into her lungs and carefully went around the counter. “Just get him some coffee, Liz. You can do this.” At his table, she dragged the brightest smile she could find onto her face. “Hi, there.”
 
   He looked up, and she couldn’t read the words that went through his eyes. “Hi.”
 
   “Um.” Pulling up to her toes like a five-year-old, she fought not to lose it. “Can I get you something?”
 
   “Coffee. Black.” He put the menu back, his soft blue eyes never quite making it all the way up to hers.
 
   She nodded. “Got it.” As she went back to the counter, she had the oddest feeling of being under a microscope. “Be cool, Liz. He’s not here to see you, just to get some coffee.” Okay, so it was almost eleven o’clock on a Tuesday night, but he was here, and he had ordered coffee. What else could that mean?
 
    
 
   Jake couldn’t do it. Not like this. This was all wrong. He didn’t know how to right it, but he had to try. Getting up from the table, he slid the little chair in. The shop was empty, save for the soft yellow light and the jazz playing as it always did. He went over to the counter as she worked behind it getting his cup and some coffee. Leaning with his elbows on it though he didn’t sit down, his mind spun through how to get her attention and what to say when he did. “Hm. Um, Liz?”
 
   She spun, making the coffeepot wobble dangerously in her hand. The black liquid sloshed this way and that. “Oh!”  Her smile was short and followed by a look of worry that burrowed into his soul. “You scared me.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” He opened his hands and fought to smile. “I just… um…”  His gaze fell to the counter. Man, he was bad at this. “Um.” He pulled his gaze up to meet her startled worried one. “I just… I wanted to apologize for the other night.”
 
   “Oh. Y-yeah.” She swiped her hand through the air as if brushing that away. “It’s fine. I mean I know you got suckered into that one.” Her gaze was on the coffee she was now pouring in front of him. “No biggie.”
 
   His heart hurt for her as only now did he sense how much he had hurt her by walking away like that. “No, Liz. Really. Seriously. That was all wrong. I’m just…”   When she finished pouring, he spun the cup handle as if he was going to pick it up, but he didn’t. “I’m not very good with things like that, being out and stuff, but I wanted you to know it totally wasn’t you. It was me. I just… I wanted you to know that.”
 
   Her shoulders dropped an inch, which he took to mean she was unwinding. “It’s okay. We can’t all be great at everything.”
 
   Anything. He would take being great at anything, but he didn’t say that. “I really did have a good time though. It was fun.” This time he did take a drink, and it didn’t even bother him that she was watching.
 
   She nodded and dropped her gaze to the towel hanging on her apron. “Well, I’m glad. I did too.” A breath and she looked up. “In fact, I’ve been thinking about what you said, about the whole characterization thing.”
 
   “Really?” He slid onto a stool and took another sip. 
 
   “Yeah. You were right. I mean, he could have gotten those plans to someone else. It’s not like the whole FBI is crooked. And I got to thinking about how Henderson kept knowing where he was all the time. The only one who knew that unless they had some kind of tracking device on him was Anna.  Maybe she was in league with Henderson too.”
 
   “Hm.” Jake hadn’t considered that, but it almost made sense. “Could be.”
 
   The conversation lagged for a second, and then she looked over at him again. He loved those eyes. “So, no computer tonight? You taking a shape-shifting break or what?”
 
   Jake set the cup onto the counter very carefully so he wouldn’t spill it. He shrugged. “I’ve kind of given up on the whole shape-shifting thing. For now anyway. It’s just not happening.”
 
   “Oh, really? Why not?” Liz set about wiping down the counter, but she didn’t really leave. 
 
   He felt the connection locking between them, and it sent panic into his soul. “Oh, I don’t know. Just time to face reality, I guess.”
 
   Her gaze snapped to him and held. “Which is?”
 
   More panic flooded him. She wasn’t really standing there asking that. He was just supposed to apologize and then leave. That was the plan, if there was one. So that meant this was all a dream. It had to be. That was it. He had fallen asleep in the recliner, and he was going to wake up at any moment. But now she was coming back toward him, her gaze asking questions he couldn’t answer. Words spun away from him. “I don’t know. Just that… I guess I see I’m kidding myself about going anywhere other than where I am.”
 
   She was back, right in front of him now, and her gaze was lasering holes into his skull. “And where are you?”
 
   He dragged in a breath for courage and glanced up at her as the feeling dropped onto his spirit. “Stuck.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” She suddenly looked very serious. However, instead of coming closer, she backed up, pitched the towel to the side, leaned on the back counter, and folded her arms. “Mind explaining that?”
 
   Jake scratched the back of his head. “Stuck? The story of my life I think. It seems like I find something I really like to do, but there just comes a point when… when I can’t make it work, and I just…”
 
   “Quit,” she said with authority.
 
   That was the right word but not the right feeling.
 
   “Get realistic,” he supplied instead. “I mean it all sounds so good when I start, you know? And then when I’m trying and trying and it’s not working, I just…” He let out a sigh. “I don’t know. I guess it’s better to accept your limitations.”
 
   Her gaze got even hotter, burrowing deeper. “Mind enumerating those limitations?”
 
   Did she know what she was asking? Surely she didn’t. In self-defense, he laughed and pushed himself up. “Trust me, the list is long and very, very depressing.”
 
   It was supposed to throw her off from hunting, but it didn’t.
 
   “Well, okay, then what’s one thing?”
 
   “One thing?” he asked as if he didn’t understand exactly what she was asking.
 
   “Name one limitation that’s keeping you stuck.”
 
   Had she asked for the whole list, he would have had some smart aleck comeback. But one, he could surely come up with one. Surveying the list, he chose the easiest to admit. “Well, I hate my job for one.”
 
   “Okay.” She nodded in a way that said keep going.
 
   “Yeah.” He dropped his gaze to his cup and shook his head. “I work on the docks. Forklift five.”
 
   She was still nodding, still encouraging him to not stop. 
 
   “I don’t know. It’s just so pointless sometimes. Move this over here. Move that it over there. It gets old.”
 
   “And what about not work? What do you do then?”
 
   He didn’t want to tell her, with everything in him, he wanted to say he was James Bond on his days off. His gaze only made a glancing connection with hers. “Watch television. Drink coffee. Sit at home and stare at the ceiling. Pretty exciting, huh?”
 
   Liz scratched her ear, and he knew there were more questions coming. “But what about that whole shape-shifting thing? You know, whatever you’re doing on that computer of yours.”
 
   “Oh, that.” He laughed again, a sad, hollow kind of sound, but he said no more. He couldn’t. It hurt too badly.
 
   “Yeah that.” She was advancing on him again, coming toward him, right to the counter where she stopped and slid her forearms, wrists, and elbows all the way onto it so that she was looking up at him rather than down. “What’s up with that?”
 
   Jake had never felt so cornered though he had the whole restaurant with which to escape. “It’s nothing. Really. Just something to keep me from jumping off a bridge somewhere.”
 
   The look of sheer alarm that went through her eyes startled him. 
 
   “I was kidding,” and he managed just enough of a smile to make that believable. Futility fingered its way over him. “I don’t know. It just all feels so pointless, you know? Like whatever I do or don’t do is going to make no difference at all.”
 
   A pause that let the universe hear what he had never said out loud before.
 
   “Well,” she said softly, and then, inexplicably her hand bridge the gap between them, landing on his fingers and sending a jolt of white hot lightning through him that scattered even the pictures in his brain. “It’s made a difference to me.”
 
   His gaze jumped to hers, and though he had thought he would see the lie there, all he saw was sincerity. Never had anyone looked at him like that before. It was like seeing the sunshine for the first time after having been blind his whole life. He dropped his gaze to her hand now draped over his fingers, and understanding of what she was telling him sank into his wounded, aching spirit. Then his gaze came back up to hers and locked there. “Thank you.” He swallowed. “You’re really… beautiful.” The words were out of his mouth before he could think them all the way through, and although he meant them, he wasn’t at all sure how she would take them.
 
   Her hand jerked up and away from his and went up to her hair. “Yeah, covered in coffee and table cleaner. I’m a real prize.”
 
   But he couldn’t let her disavow what his heart so wanted her to know. “No, Liz. Seriously.” Now he was in deep water. Too deep. And he wasn’t at all sure he could swim. “I’ve known for a while now that you were pretty on the outside, but… tonight…”  He was blundering it again, big time. Where were the words? They had all abandoned him when he needed them the most. 
 
   “Yeah. Yeah. Yeah.” She laughed it off. “You just want the rest of this coffee for free.”
 
   Coffee. Why they were here. He suddenly remembered, and he yanked his gaze to the clock. It was nearly eleven-thirty. “Oh, my gosh!”  He jumped from the stool. “I didn’t realize it was so late.”
 
   She was moving too toward the door. “Oh, man. I’ve got to get this sign shut off. I had no idea.” In two clicks the neon out front was off, and the main lights overhead were too. Only the door remained open and the little lights that stayed on all the time. “I didn’t have any idea…”
 
   As he went over to her, Jake’s mind assessed the situation. The chairs were still down. They always picked them up to sweep. She would be here, alone long after midnight cleaning up because of him. “Liz, I’m really sorry.”
 
   “No. No. It’s okay. I just need to get this cleaned up, so I can get home. I’ve got reading, and…” She seemed to be going eight ways at once with her hands and her gaze and her being. “I’m sorry. I should have been watching…”
 
   What took over then, Jake had no idea, but his head said kiss her, and he didn’t question it. In the next second she was in his arms, her lips on his, and he never wanted to be anywhere else ever again. He clung to her like a desperate man who had fallen overboard. He only wanted to make her understand how grateful he was for what she had done, for the hope she had given him. Still, the fact that she was literally gasping for breath when he let her go drove into him. She was going to think he was taking advantage or that he had lost his mind completely or that he really was some stalker who had seized a good opportunity.
 
   Barely having the presence of mind to make sure she could stand on her own, he backed up and let her go. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. That was all wrong. I didn’t mean to…”
 
    
 
   “No. No.” Liz was drowning in a sea of how-did-I-get-here? “It’s fine. You’re fine. I just didn’t expect…”
 
   “Here.” He turned from her and grabbed a chair, swinging it so he set it on the table in one smooth motion. “Let me help you clean up.”
 
   “You don’t have to.”
 
   “It’s the least I can do.” He swept another up and another before she got her knees solid enough to move.
 
   “Really, Jake. You don’t have to. I can get this.”
 
   However, this time when he swept the next chair up, a small smile accompanied it. “I came in here at the last minute and kept you way overtime. At least let me help clean up.”
 
   She wasn’t at all sure that was a good idea. Especially after that kiss. It was still ricocheting through her. “Oh. Well, okay. But you really don’t have to.”
 
   “So,” he said like they hadn’t just shared the most earth-shattering kiss of her life, “how’s Comparative Physics going?”
 
   “Compar…? Oh. Philosophy,” she corrected. “It’s Contemporary Philosophy.” She shrugged. “Not bad I guess.” She yanked a chair from the floor, fighting to get this new reality whatever it was snapped over the old reality whatever it had been. “It probably wouldn’t be so bad except I’m studying for my Graduate exam right now too. That’s really kicking my tail.” She noticed how his gaze went sliding down her waist and then jerked up again, but he said nothing about it.
 
   “So what is Contemporary Philosophy anyway?” And strangely he sounded actually interested. 
 
   “Oh, we’re studying all the current philosophies in the world. How we’re here, why we’re here, what it all means.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? So what does it all mean? Have you come to any conclusions?”
 
   She couldn’t stop the smile. “Honestly?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said as if he wasn’t sure that would be a question.
 
   “Well—”  She picked up a chair and set it on the table. “—I think most of it is crap.”
 
   “Wow. That’s deep, and how did you reach this particular conclusion?”
 
   Her mind told her the answer that she’d never been brave enough to say in class. “Well, so much of it is human-centered, like the reason we’re here has something to do with us.”
 
   “And it doesn’t?” He didn’t sound so sure about that.
 
   “Well, some of it does, but not in the way we think.”
 
   “I’m not following.”
 
   With the last chair up, she went to get the broom. “In the reading, most of the authors start from the assumption that the reason we’re here has no central purpose, or that the purpose is for each of us to figure it out on our own, which then is supposed to make this grand, meaningful… something.” She went to one corner and started sweeping. “Like the local meaning becomes the global meaning.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “But they leave out the most important part of all, the part that makes it all make sense.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   She shrugged though she was bent over to get the floor under one table swept. “God. Without Him, all the why-we’re-here questions can’t be answered.”
 
    
 
   The mention of God sent Jake careening backward although to be honest he was still careening from the kiss earlier. “So you believe in God then?”
 
   “Yeah.” Her gaze snapped to his. “Don’t you?”
 
   Strangely he’d never been asked that question before. He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’d never really thought about it much.”
 
   After a moment she started moving again, going back to the sweeping. “So you don’t believe in God?”
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t know that I don’t believe in Him. It’s just that if God is real, what’s up with all the crap that goes on in the world? I mean what kind of God sits there and lets the people who are supposed to be His children act the way they do? Take that one guy. That one in the news the other day, that preacher guy. He was all supposedly a Christian and everything and what’d he do? Embezzled money from the church. And then there’s those other ones that molested the little kids. What kind of God thinks that’s okay?”
 
   “He doesn’t think it’s okay, but He gave us a free will to make our own choices.”
 
   “Well, from what I see, some of them are making some really bad choices.”
 
   “Yeah. You’re right. They are. No doubt. But maybe they are trying and they got caught up in something they didn’t know how to stop. Did you ever think of that? I mean, look at alcoholics. They don’t start out to be alcoholics, but they take a drink and another and pretty soon, the alcohol’s got control of their lives.”
 
   He wondered if she had a video camera plugged in recording his life. He even looked around to see if he saw one and then realized that was ridiculous. 
 
   “It’s a choice. Every minute. Life or death. Love or hate. Growth or stagnation. Do we choose wrong sometimes? Yeah, we do. In fact, sometimes we choose really wrong, but without the choice, we would never be able to choose Him, we would be forced to by having no other choices.”
 
   As she finished sweeping and went to the counter to clean it one last time, Jake sat down on a stool and scratched his ear. “And that would be a bad thing, why?”
 
   Her cleaning stopped, and when her eyes met his, he could see all the way into eternity. “Do you want someone to love you because they have to or because they want to?”
 
   His brain stumbled. “I… I don’t know. I guess I’d never really thought about it before.”
 
   The cleaning resumed and her gaze fell to it. “Most people don’t.”
 
   “But you have?” The question was gentle as if he was holding the fragile pieces of a delicate piece of crystal.
 
   “Yeah.” It was all she said.
 
   Jake sat there, watching her until everything was clean and in its place. She went to the back and came out without the apron but with her coat. He slid off the stool, captivated by her every move, her every breath. 
 
   “So, you going home now?” She opened the door and stepped outside, sliding into her coat before he could think to help her.
 
   “Uh, yeah. I’ve got work at five.”
 
   Mid-lock she stopped and looked up at him. “In the morning?”
 
   The admission made him feel stupid. “Yeah.”
 
   “Wow, and I thought I had it bad with an eight o’clock class.” 
 
   Door secured, they turned together up the sidewalk and made it all the way to the crosswalk before the next decision was to be made. 
 
   “Um, well.” She stopped and turned to him. A long breath and she smiled. “Thanks for tonight.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” The urge to kiss her again swept over him, but he beat it back. “You working tomorrow night?”
 
   She tilted her head and brushed a strand of hair form her eyes. “Yeah. I am.”
 
   He nodded, absorbing that and all the manifestations of it. “Do you…” Fear clawed the question in half, but he battled that back as well. “Do you mind if I come in?”
 
   Soft hope settled in her beautiful hazel eyes. “No.”
 
   Absorbing that as well, he nodded once, and then he couldn’t stand it any longer. He pulled her to him, wrapping her in his arms in a hug that was friendly and grateful more than anything. “Thank you,” he whispered into her ear.
 
   “You’re welcome,” she said over his shoulder.
 
   And then he let her go, and they went in their separate directions. Back home, Jake walked right by the darkness of the alley to the front door of the building. His key fit, which he was mildly surprised by. It had been years since he’d last used it. Up the stairs and into his little nothing of an apartment, but somehow, even in the darkness, it looked different, not as lonely. His gaze chanced to the clock. It was nearly one, but he smiled. “Oh, well. Some things are worth it.”
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   “He came,” Mia said the next night as Liz caught her up on the events of the previous evening, “here, and you… did what? Freaked out? Poured coffee all over him? What?”
 
   “No. We talked.”
 
   Mia crossed her arms. “About what?”
 
   This part was still a little unbelievable even to Liz. “About God and philosophy and being stuck in life.”
 
   “You talked about all of that, and he didn’t ask for your number?”
 
   Liz laughed.
 
   “Girl, you got some serious issues on your hands. Is he coming back tonight?”
 
   Not wanting Mia to see the hope, Liz wiped off the counter. “He said he might, but I don’t know. It was all so weird, you know? Like getting visited by Spider Man or Bat Man or something.”
 
   “Oooo, give me a super hero any day of the week, and I would gladly dump my man.”
 
   “Yeah, right. Oscar’s a good guy, and you know it.”
 
   “Yeah, but let’s face it, honey, once you’ve followed him into the bathroom in the morning, all the mystery is gone.”
 
   Liz laughed. “Gee, Mi. TMI already. TMI.”
 
   “You and me both, girl. You and me both.”
 
   The bells on the door jingled, and both of them looked up to a very sheepish looking Jake. He ducked and took one more step in as if he had been caught stealing the good china. “Hi.”
 
   Unfortunately Liz’s sanity had gotten snagged in the nice blue button down shirt and the way it brought out the ice blue of his eyes. Next to her, Mia hit her with her elbow, and Liz yanked back to reality. “Oh, hi.” How did that sound? Right? Wrong? Desperate? Like she’d been waiting for him? Or like she’d forgotten all about the kiss they had shared where he was now standing, which she totally and most definitely had not. “Um, would you like a table or a booth?”
 
   Why she asked it, she would never, ever know. Maybe because she asked everyone. Maybe because her mind was no longer thinking clearly. Maybe because his smile had scattered every sane part of her. Or maybe a combination of all of them.
 
   “Hm.” Mia cleared her throat. “Isn’t it about time for your break, Liz?”
 
   “What?” Liz turned not understanding anything including that it was not time for her break for at least another hour.
 
   “Your break. You were going to take one now,” Mia said, pushing her to the end of the counter although Liz hardly felt herself moving.
 
   “Oh. Y-yeah. I was.” And then she was standing right in front of him. The sun poured in through the windows above and through the door making him seem bathed in a halo of white and golden light. Or maybe that was just her imagination, she couldn’t quite tell. “Um, that is, if you don’t… mind?”
 
                 
 
   Jake couldn’t believe his luck. He’d been trying on the six shirts he owned for the last hour, hoping she might consider taking some of her break with him. It was fortune too great to question. “Sure. Shall we?” He swept his hand in front of him, and with a soft smile, she stepped where he had offered. As they headed to his table, he leaned into her, over her shoulder. “I know this really great little table at this great little place. It’s out of the way and the wait staff is really top notch.”
 
   That seemed to make her relax. She beamed a smile up at him. “Sounds great.”
 
   At the table she took one side and he took his usual. Once down she surveyed him.
 
   “Still no shape-shifting, I see.” Her gaze noted the empty table.
 
   He spread his hands across it as if clearing it. “No. No shape-shifting tonight.”
 
   Liz nodded, looking like she was going to question that, but she didn’t.
 
   “So,” he said seriously wishing he was better at this, “did you make it to class this morning?”
 
   “I did. Did you make it to work on time?”
 
   “A pot of coffee and two toothpicks keeping my eyelids open, but yeah, I made it.”
 
   She leaned forward then, crossing her hands as she pulled forward on her elbows. She had this way of making him feel like she was invading his space, and although that should have felt terrifying, it was anything but. “So, you said you work on the docks. I’m assuming in some kind of warehouse?”
 
   “Yeah. We move the merchandise that comes in on the ships into the warehouse long enough to move it back out when the trucks come. It’s all very technical and highly state-of-the art.” He looked at her to assess how much of that she was buying. Then he laughed. “No, mostly it’s boring and monotonous, but it’s work.”
 
   “Have you lived in New York long?”
 
   “My whole life. Grew up not too far from here. My dad was a cop. Mom taught school.”
 
   “So you’re close with your parents then?”
 
   How to answer that? “No, not really. I kind of drifted away after high school. That whole being on your own thing, nobody telling you what time to be in. It got kind of addictive.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   He shifted in his chair. “Now. I don’t know. It’s not so bad most of the time. I can come and go as I please, do what I want when I want.”
 
   “Like going out to get coffee in the middle of the night?”
 
   The smile came automatically. “Yeah, like that.” He shrugged. “I don’t know. Mostly I’m just trying to make it through in one piece, you know? Keep my head down and my record clean.”
 
   The word record went through her eyes. He really needed to choose his words more carefully.
 
   “Not that there was ever a record.” He put out his hands to stop her from running. “I was just making a joke.”
 
   “Oh.” She relaxed again. 
 
   “So what about you? Graduate school. Wow. You must be really smart.”
 
   “Smart? I wouldn’t know about that.” She wound her finger through a lock of hair. “I like school, not sure what I want to do when I get out. I’ve thought about teaching, but little kids scare me and I don’t know if I could deal with the older ones.”
 
   “Little kids scare you, huh?”
 
   “Well, not like BOO, but like… they have so much energy, and I really prefer to discuss things like Shakespeare and Whitman rather than Winnie the Pooh and Tigger too. Not that there’s anything wrong with Winnie the Pooh. He’s just not how I want to spend my life.”
 
   Jake nodded, and she glanced back at the clock. Instantly he knew he was keeping her longer than he should have. “I should let you go.”
 
   However, her gaze came back to his, and there was a touch of panic in them. “Are you leaving?”
 
   He tried to surmise the right answer and finally gave up. “Do you want me to?”
 
   Her gaze fell to the table between them. “No.”
 
   That was the answer he was hoping to hear. “Then I’ll stay.”
 
    
 
   “So?” Mia asked when Liz made it back to the counter. “Did he propose yet?”
 
   “Shh.” The warning was nearly loud enough for him to hear. Liz leveled her gaze on her friend. “Don’t you dare do anything to scare him off, you hear me?”
 
   “Scare him off?” Mia’s face drew into a smile. “Wait. You really like this one, don’t you?”
 
   But Liz waved that off. “It’s not about that.” She pulled Mia to the side. “Listen to me. I’ve finally gotten him talking. I don’t want to mess this up. Got it?”
 
   “Gotcha. So are you going home with him, or is he going home with you?”
 
   What was the point? Liz rolled her eyes. “It’s not like that, okay? He’s a friend. A very good friend, and I want to keep it that way.”
 
   “Yeah, well, nothing says he can’t be a friend with benefits.” Mia looked back to where he was sitting in the corner. “Mm. Mm. Mm. That boy is hotter than a lifted car on the sales floor.”
 
   “Mi-a!” This was getting ridiculous. Not that Liz hadn’t noticed how hot he was. It had crossed her mind a time or two more than a million, but it was becoming clearer and clearer that he didn’t need someone to go to bed with, he really needed a friend, and she wanted to be that for him. Besides, she wasn’t into the whole sleeping together thing anyway. “Now you stop that. You hear me? Be nice to him.”
 
   “You’re one to talk. The poor guy has been sitting there for thirty minutes with no coffee, and he’s in your station.” Mia raised her eyebrows in case Liz had missed her meaning.
 
   “Ugh! You’re impossible.” However, Liz went, got the cup and the coffee and crossed over to take them to him. She liked his smile when she got to his table. “I’m sorry about that. You could have said something.”
 
   He looked surprised and happy. “I didn’t want to bother you.”
 
   “What? To tell me to do my job?” She set the cup down and poured the coffee. “So, do you ever sleep? You must be wired after six cups of coffee a night.”
 
   “Not much. As little as possible most nights.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?” Then the fact that she had stumbled into something he didn’t want to talk about smacked into her. “I’m sorry. None of my business.”
 
   “No.” He scooted the full cup over to his side. “Sleeping’s not on my list of favorite things to do.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? What is?”
 
   His gaze slipped to hers. “Drink coffee. Talk to cute waitresses.” He picked up the cup to take a sip. “You know, the usual.” 
 
   She fought not to laugh. “You’ve really got to work on that sense of humor of yours. It’s bordering on insanity.”
 
   “Why? Because I like coffee or the cute waitresses?”
 
   The door jingled, and she looked back.
 
   When her gaze came back to his, she growled low and menacing in frustration that they were always being interrupted. “You want something else? I’ve really got to…”
 
   “I’m fine. Go on. I’ll be here.”
 
    
 
   And he was for the next three hours. Every tiny break Liz had, she managed a quick trip over to his table. Sometimes she brought coffee, sometimes she didn’t, but Jake had ceased to care one way or the other. The coffee was just an excuse, and they both knew it. He did, however, wish he had brought his computer. It would’ve given him something to do. As the clock wound around to 10:45, he knew it was time for him to make tracks.
 
   They were already cleaning up, putting up chairs, and wiping off tables. It took next to nothing for his heart to notice she was dancing again, and he hoped that meant good things. As the last customers vacated the premises, he stood and pulled his coat up with him. The dancing slowed and drifted away from her movement as she became aware of his approach. Truth was, he really, really did not want to leave. He stuck his hands in the pockets of his coat in case they did something stupid.
 
   The other waitress was somewhere in the back, and he had no idea how much time they had before she came back.
 
   “Leaving so soon?” Liz asked, and there was a hint of disappointment and a touch of teasing mixed in the question.
 
   “Oh, you know me, I’d stay, but five o’clock’s coming earlier and earlier these days.”
 
   “Maybe because you’re staying out later and later.”
 
   He nodded, loving her wit. “Could be.” He leaned on a booth being careful not to dislodge any of her hard work. “So, you going to be dishing up coffee tomorrow night?”
 
   “Can’t stay away.” She raised her spray bottle up as if it was a gun. 
 
   Jake straightened up. “I didn’t do it. I swear.”
 
   “Yeah, right. I’ve got it on good authority that says you did.”
 
   He pulled his hands out and put them up as if she really might shoot. “I didn’t, but I’m thinking the interrogation could be interesting.” He hoped his wry smile and teasing tone would tell her he wasn’t being serious.
 
   “Interesting is one word for it.” 
 
   Strange, he’d never seen her come back with a joke of her own. Maybe she wasn’t so touchy after all. He lowered his hands as he lowered his voice. “Oh, yeah? What’s another?”
 
   She raised her eyebrows and the cleaner. “You really want to know?”
 
   He had thought she was teasing, but suddenly he wasn’t so sure. “Uh, no?” It was a deliberate question because he wasn’t sure what the right answer was.
 
   The bottle dropped and she nodded. “Good answer.” She went back to wiping the tables off. “You got far to walk?”
 
   “No. Not far. You?”
 
   “Couple blocks. Gives me some exercise.”
 
   He nodded, leaning back on the booth, this time crossing his arms in front of himself. Leaving suddenly felt anathema to his being. It was weird how alive he felt here, and how very not alive he felt when he left her presence. “You got class in the morning?”
 
   “10:30. Wanna come?”
 
   “Uh, no. I don’t think so. I’ll leave the Comparative Physiology to you.”
 
   She checked him with an odd look. “Contemporary Philosophy.”
 
   He shrugged and moved two booths down, following her. “Same difference.”
 
   The look turned into a smile, and she shook her head. “How about you? You working on shape shifting tomorrow?”
 
   He put his tongue to the back of his teeth wondering how she had known that. Tilting his head, he regarded her. “I was thinking about it.”
 
   She nodded again. “Good to know.”
 
   Then, with a reluctant sigh, he looked at the clock. It was closing time. In fact, the other waitress had reappeared and was sweeping slowly behind them. The door was still unlocked and the neon light still on. He needed to let them finish up. “Well, I guess I’d better take off.”
 
   And then she stopped cleaning the tables. She leaned against one, looking at him as if he might disappear if she looked away. Her soft smile only made it to her eyes. “I had fun tonight.”
 
   “You were working.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I had fun working.”
 
   Tenderness for her touched his heart. “Me too.” Then he straightened and reached over to her. He had planned to just put his hands on her arms, but she mistook the gesture and came all the way in for a hug. The rightness of it drained all the way through him. He pressed his hands into her hair and onto her back, closing his eyes, liking how it felt to hold her next to him and how she smelled like apple pie.
 
   A moment and she backed up, seeming to remember her other friend whose sweeping had slowed to nearly nothing. Liz put her gaze on the tiles at their feet. The effort it took to get it up to his was obvious. “Take care. Walk carefully.”
 
   Jake nodded, lost in the midst of her. “You too.” One more look, and he forced himself to move though he truly did not want to. He walked out without a single look back, only waving to the other waitress. “Night.”
 
   She waved back but said nothing, looking positively shell-shocked. But he couldn’t think about that now. He was too intent on keeping the memory of her in his arms and storing it in a place in his heart he would never, ever lose.
 
    
 
   Liz stood stock-still for a long moment after Jake’s departure finished ringing in the air, just holding the feeling of him close to her. When she finally came back to reality, she found Mia looking at her, staring, wide-eyed. Quickly Liz went back to work. “Don’t say it.”
 
   Mia dropped her chin and shook her head. “I ain’t saying nothing.” And she went back to her sweeping.
 
    
 
   Through every class on Thursday Liz wondered if he would in fact come back, but she need not have for just after seven he appeared once more, in the sunlight. Her heart bounced like a roomful of out of control crickets. Had breathing just been easy seconds before? How come she had suddenly forgotten how?
 
   “Hey, there,” he said, nodding to her.
 
   “H-hey.” Stop it, Liz. Stop acting like you’re in middle school. “You made it.”
 
   A small nod. “That I did.” He stood as if trying to figure out what to do next.
 
   “Um, would you like some coffee?” The question was halting as if she hadn’t asked it a million times since taking this job.
 
   “Sure. I’ll just be…”  He nodded toward the corner.
 
   “K.”
 
    
 
   Jake sure wished he knew how to do this. He always felt so awkward. It was even worse because she was surely used to smooth guys who knew the ropes and every move in the book. He’d never read the book. The thought jabbed into his brain like a dagger. Don’t, Jake. Not here. He slid into the little chair and put his laptop on the table. At least he would have some plausible something to do rather than look like the pathetic stalker he was becoming.
 
   “So, you shape-shifting tonight?” she asked with a smile as she poured his first cup of coffee.
 
   “Gonna try. Not that it will do any good.” He spun the laptop toward him and opened the lid. That was the easy part. It was what came next that scrambled his courage. “You just get in?”
 
   “About an hour ago. It’s been pretty slow.”
 
   He nodded. “Well, if you need a place to take a break, I’ve got a corner here all to myself.”
 
   “You sure I won’t be bothering you?”
 
   How could she even ask the question? “If you can put up with me, I think I can survive it.” He made sure to smile to soften the statement in case she didn’t catch the humor.
 
   Her smile teased her lips. “That’s good to know.” The bells jangled, and she jerked her attention that way.
 
   Before she could say anything, Jake said gently, “Go. I’ll be here.”
 
    
 
   “Looks like loverboy’s back,” Mia said when Liz made it back to the counter. “You taking an early break again?”
 
   But Liz was in no hurry. He would be here. She didn’t have to worry about him leaving. “No.” She couldn’t stop the smile. “Whenever’s fine.”
 
   “Whenever?” Mia lifted her eyebrows. “Wow. Someone’s sounding very sure of herself.”
 
   Liz gave only a little smile. Sure might be overdoing it, but okay was in the realm of possibility.
 
    
 
   “So are you getting anywhere with the shape-shifting project?” Liz asked as she made it to his table sometime after nine. It would be awhile before the next crowd showed up. She brought her book in case she ended up reading, but she hoped she didn’t get to.
 
   He let out a soft, barely audible snort. “Not anywhere I want to go. How’s coffee sales?”
 
   “Eh. It’s been better. Good night for studying.” She lifted her book. He tilted his head as if to read it, so she chose to help him out. “Practical Applications in Educational Psychology.”
 
   Jake backed up, looking almost wounded. “Wow. You don’t go for the easy stuff like basket weaving 101, huh?”
 
   “Nah, I tested through those.”
 
   He looked confused and then defeated so she quickly moved to explain that.
 
   “I’m kidding. I did test out of a couple of English classes.” She shrugged. “Saved me a ton of money.”
 
   Understanding laced with something she couldn’t read rained down his face. “So you’re a good reader then, huh?”
 
   Liz wasn’t sure how to answer that. “I guess.” She shrugged. “Except when it’s about stuff I’d rather not read.”
 
   “Like Proactical Prosetics.” 
 
   She laughed. “Practical Applications.” She stressed each word and then laughed again.
 
   “Yeah,” he agreed. “That.”
 
   A moment to decide how far to let him in and she sighed. “I don’t know. I guess it’s interesting.”
 
   He looked interested as he pulled forward on his elbows. “You guess?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said again, her enthusiasm flagging. “It’s for my education classes. It’s one of those ‘Why do I have to take this?’ kind of classes. Just tell me what I need to teach the kids and let’s get on with life.”
 
   “I thought you weren’t going to teach.”
 
   She shrugged and flopped the book onto the table. “Just keeping my options open.”
 
   “Oh. So, what’s it about? The class, I mean.” He settled backward, looking immensely marvelous and like there wasn’t a single other thing in the world he would rather be doing.
 
   “Well, some of it is about testing— you know standardized tests versus verbal versus written. What types of questions work, what types don’t. That was pretty interesting. Now we’re into different styles of learning— how people learn the best, and it just seems kind of like, ‘How do you even do this in a classroom?’ I mean, you’ve got 30 kids and one teacher, and that teacher is not only supposed to teach all of the content but she’s supposed to teach each kid the way they learn the best— without even really knowing what that is.”
 
   Jake was absorbing. She could tell by the intent, interested look on his face, so she continued.
 
   “Like some kids learn best visually.”
 
   He nodded, his face stone-hard with seriousness.
 
   “And some kids learn best auditory— with their hearing. Then others learn best by doing. Picking up something and doing it with their hands. Kinesthetic with manipulatives. And the teacher is supposed to incorporate all of those into every lesson. Then there’s the whole left brain-right brain thing which is just more mumbo-jumbo about different ways kids learn and how you’re supposed to do all of that too.” She put her hand on the book on the table and shook her head. “Makes me question why I signed up for an education minor in the first place.”
 
   “So do you want to change?”
 
   “I don’t know what I would even change it to. Business?” She shivered. “Engineering.” She raised her eyebrows. “Yikes. Not for me. I don’t know. I just thought, ‘Teacher’ you know. Get the books. Stand up there and explain what’s in them. I could do that. But the more I think about it, the more I’m not so sure.”
 
                 
 
   Jake wanted to ask a million other questions. He’d never known there were different ways of learning. He figured there was one way and he was pitiful at it so what was the point? However, before he got the chance to ask more, she lifted her chin to indicate his still open computer.
 
   “So I’ve told you my pathetic life-story. What world-changing thing are you working on?”
 
   Trapped. He suddenly felt cornered. “Oh, well… I…” He put his head down and ran his hand over the back of his head. “It’s not really that big of a thing. Just a… story.”
 
   “A story?” Why did she suddenly look so interested? “Really? Oh. You’re a writer then? So, what’s it about?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. Just this girl who’s a crime fighter, and she’s on this island trying to piece this case together. It’s not very good.”
 
   “Really? Wow.” She sounded genuinely impressed, which frightened Jake further. “How long have you been working on it?”
 
   “A year or so. I have a couple of others, too but they’re not really that good either.”
 
   Now she looked even more impressed. “You’ve written more than one?”
 
   “Yeah. A couple. But really they aren’t very good.”
 
   A moment stretched between them. It was probably time for her to go.
 
   “So. Do you…” Her gaze came up to his, searching. “…ever let other people read your stuff?”
 
   His eyes went wide as his heart hammered to life. “Like editors and stuff?” His gaze was suddenly searching for anywhere to be that didn’t include looking at her. He shook his head and shrugged. “I’ve tried, you know. But they don’t like most of the stuff I write.”
 
   Her gaze dropped as her fingers found a napkin holder to play with. “I wasn’t really thinking about editors. I was kind of thinking about…”
 
   He waited, but she didn’t continue, so he said, “About…?”
 
   When her gaze came up and embraced his, it stunned him with the sincerity and hope. “Me?”
 
   “You?” It was like a bomb had gone off in the center of his heart, and Jake swallowed the disbelief. “You want to read my stuff?”
 
   The shrug was small, barely there. “Yeah. I’d love to if you don’t mind.”
 
   Bells from the door sounded, and she jerked around and then stood. “I’d better get back to work.” She spun his cup to check it as she did. “I’ll be back with a refill.”
 
   “Oh. Y-yeah. Okay.” He could hardly catch back onto reality. Had she really just said she wanted to read what he had written? That couldn’t be. Could it? And if it was, what should he do? He couldn’t give her something that wasn’t perfect. She read. She was a good reader. She would know how stupid he was to even think he could write. No, he decided as he watched her take care of the new customers. He would come up with some excuse, something so he could turn back time and not tell her anything about his stupid writing. Letting her read what he’d written was a great way to destroy whatever it was they had going, and he definitely didn’t want to do that.
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   They had left on good terms. At least Liz thought they had. She had been so sure he would come on Friday, but when he didn’t, she couldn’t figure out why not. Mia told her it was probably nothing. He had something to do, something else. But what could that something be? She struggled to make herself believe it had nothing to do with her, but deep down, she knew it did. She had obviously said something wrong, something she shouldn’t have. Or maybe she hadn’t said something he wanted to hear.
 
   Relationships were so impossibly impossible. She hated all of this, the hope, the letdown, the wishing and the knowing it would never work out the way she wanted it to. To top it all off, she felt so stupid about all of it. At Bible study on Sunday night, she was a mess— not physically. Physically she looked all right, but the rest of her was scattered and frustrated.
 
   “You freaking out about next Saturday?” Tracy asked after the prayer session had broken up. “Studying like mad?”
 
   Liz wished. If she could just keep her mind on school, that would surely help. “Oh, you know, burning the midnight oil.” Which was true enough. She simply didn’t include the why of that phrase.
 
   “I don’t know how you do it all— school, studying, working. I’ve got a part-time job on Saturdays at the church, and I’m a basket case.”
 
   “It’s not so bad. Sometimes I get the chance to study at work.” Unless I’m left pining for some dark, handsome stranger who doesn’t bother to show up. Ugh. This was silly. She was making far too much of it. He was a guy. There were a million guys in this city who were single and eligible. Besides that, she didn’t even want a guy.
 
   “You know, when this whole test thing is over, Danny has this friend who’s dying to meet you.”
 
   “Me?” Liz pointed at herself with her fingers and her cup. 
 
   “Yeah.” Tracy let her gaze fall. “I may have kind of mentioned you once or twice. He’s a really great guy, graduate law.”
 
   Graduate law? Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. She bet he didn’t hang out in the back corner of coffee houses, saying he’d see you and then never show back up. Yanking that thought up, she knew she was being harsh, but she couldn’t help it. “Well, let me get through the test first. Who knows? I may have to take it again.”
 
   “Not you. You’ll ace it. But I’ll wait. Don’t want to freak you out any more than you already are.”
 
   Liz laughed. What else could she do?
 
    
 
   Jake sat in his dingy, cramped apartment. It was fitting, he thought without bothering to put effort into it. He could see her at the coffee shop on Thursday when he had folded up at ten, long before she would get off. Why had he done that? Why? Because he was scared? Because she might want to read something he’d written?
 
   His mind showed him that screen as if it was right in front of him, filled with wavy red and green lines that he had no way to know how to correct. And then it careened him backward into high school and elementary before that.  He felt again the humiliation of sitting in the back, his desk turned to the wall because the teacher thought he was “being silly again” trying to read out loud when he couldn’t. He’d never been able to do that— the whole reading out loud thing was so foreign to him. So he got into trouble every time he tried.
 
   Lazy. The word went through him like a knife. Undisciplined. Doesn’t put enough effort into learning the material. Not serious. Not trying. Seems bright but puts no effort into his work. He could hardly ever read their comments, but he knew what they meant, and they all wound around to one word:  Stupid.
 
   Of course, they didn’t say that to his face, but that’s what they meant. Pushing back in the recliner, he tried to focus on the television show; however, it held no fascination for him. Instead his mind was intent on bringing up in full, living color every single heart-crushing moment he’d survived all the way through junior year. That’s when he gave up. They had given up on him long before. It was only fitting that he confirm what they all believed about him.
 
   No. He wasn’t going back to The Grind. She was better off that way, and so was he.
 
    
 
   By the next Wednesday, Liz had to face facts. He wasn’t coming back. She wiped the counter slowly, her gaze anchored as it was so often into that empty back corner. Her mind wondered where he was, if he was okay. Something could have happened to him. A car accident maybe, or a forklift accident at work. The possibilities were endless, but in the end, she always came back to the only explanation that really made any sense:  He has no interest in you, Liz. He never did. He’s just letting you down easy by not coming back. Not that he was the first guy to ever just disappear. She hated that, but what could she do? She still didn’t even know his last name.
 
    
 
   Jake took the little laptop, the one he had slaved for, saved for, dreamed of, the one he had thought would change everything. If he just didn’t have to write things down… that’s what he had thought. And spell check had sounded heavenly. Too bad you had to know how to spell things to work it. So on Thursday night, he took the thing that had mocked him for a week and stowed it in the top of his closet under two boxes he hadn’t looked in for years. Then he shut off the light and went back to the living room. Life would go on without it.
 
   He dropped into the chair, hoping something good was on the television, something that would keep his brain from thinking about the computer or worse the alcohol. He had come so close to stopping in at the little convenience store on his way home. One drink. His mind begged for it, pleaded for it. Yet thoughts of rehab and all that had gone along with it kept him from indulging. If he gave in now, there would be no parents to pull him back this time. No, if he did that, he would surely end up on the streets, and from just this side of sanity, he did not want that.
 
    
 
   “Did he say anything?” Mia asked on Thursday night. “Anything about not coming back?”
 
   “No,” Liz said, deflating on the word. “I’ve gone over that night a million times in my head, and there’s just nothing there. I mean, he asked about my school, and I told him some of it. And then we talked about his writing.”
 
   “Whoa. Wait. His writing?”
 
   “That’s why he has the laptop. He writes. He’s a writer.”
 
   “A writer like what? An author?”
 
   “I don’t know. He didn’t really say exactly. He just said he was a writer, and I said I’d like to read something he wrote sometime. I didn’t mean it like, ‘Let’s get married.’ You don’t think I freaked him out by saying I wanted to read his stuff, do you?” Then she deflated for real. “Oh, I did. I did. I messed everything up.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “What other explanation can there be, Mi?”
 
   There were a thousand other explanations, but Liz didn’t want to hear those. She was too intent on making it all her fault as she had every other problem in her life. 
 
   “So are you ready for your test?”
 
   “No.” Liz went all the way down to the counter. “I’ve been studying, but I’m so fried about everything else… Ugh. I knew this was going to happen. I told you this was going to happen.”
 
   “Liz, girlfriend, chill. Okay? It’s all gonna be all right. You’ve just got to get a hold of yourself and realize that some things you can change and some things you can’t. Concentrate on the things you can change.”
 
   And so, with effort, she did. She went on Saturday, and she took the test. By the end of the next week, she had all but forgotten about Jake and the corner and writing.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Today we will turn our attention to a problem that affects nearly one in five students in every classroom.” Practical Educational Psychology was starting off with a bang. Liz tapped her pen to her paper, wishing she had just skipped today. With the weather turning cooler and the leaves falling, getting up to go to class was getting more and more difficult. Especially this one. 
 
   It was becoming increasingly clear that she had chosen the wrong minor. She didn’t want to teach. Not that she had found anything to substitute in its place, but this was definitely not it.
 
   “Some of you may have heard of this issue before.” The professor, a short gray-haired man with paunchy skin and a paunchier belly, wrote the word on the board in very large letters. Dyslexia. “Dyslexia. Does anyone know what this means?”
 
   “It means someone who flips letters around.”
 
   “Or numbers,” someone else offered.
 
   “They can’t read.” This answer came from behind Liz, and she drew a little star on her paper and colored it in slowly.
 
   “No. No. Yes,” the professor said, pointing at each in turn. “Dyslexia is having difficulty reading, but it’s not because they flip letters so much as they do not see the letters in a word.”
 
   How could they not see the letters in a word? Liz was already tuning out. Sounded like someone should tell them to get off their butts and work a little harder to her. 
 
   “They see a word like ‘cat’ not as three individual letters, but as a unit. Younger children with dyslexia often don’t realize that words are even a combination of letters. They see each word as a unit, so they begin to memorize units rather than individual letters combining in different ways to make a word. Further, they do not see the word ‘cat’ as a cat. They see a cat as a cat. They see the world in objects, not in written words. If the word they are working with has a corresponding object, they can often attach the word that names it, but get farther out from concrete objects, and their ability to memorize the concept and the written word that goes with that concept diminishes greatly.
 
   “These children, who remember account for up to 20% of all students, go through the early learning-to-read stages seeing the forest but never the trees. They do not decode words like many of us do— like you are supposed to do to learn to read.” He wrote the word “text” on one side of the board, “decode” in the middle, and then “intelligence, understanding, and context” on top of each other on the right. To the far right, he wrote Meaning. “Because there is an issue with the decoding part of reading, dyslexic children skip over that and use their intelligence, memory skills, and the context they can glean from what they can read to try to compensate.”
 
   “Are you saying they can’t decode words?”
 
   “No, not ‘can’t.’ In most cases, they can, but they are never taught to decode words the way they have to be taught to learn it. They are taught the way most of us learn it, only their brains do not work the way most of ours do. They rely heavily on the right brain, which we learned earlier in the semester means…?”
 
   “The creative side,” someone in the class echoed.
 
   “Right. They are, in fact, highly creative people. They see the world in pictures and sounds and colors. They do not see the world in terms of words— especially written words. For example, Ms. Savoy.”
 
   Liz’s attention jerked up from the fifth little star she had drawn. 
 
   The professor smiled at her. “If I asked you, what did you do yesterday, please tell me how you would go about retrieving that information from your brain?”
 
   “Yesterday?” Her eyebrows shot up in concern and confusion. “Well, yesterday was Tuesday, so I got up at 7 and I got ready for school so I could be here by 8.”
 
   “Very good. Now, did you see all of that in pictures in your head or in words?”
 
   She had to think about that. “Words, I guess. I mean I can see the things I did if I think about it, but you only asked me what I did.”
 
   “So you think in words?”
 
   “Well, yeah. Doesn’t everybody?”
 
   His smile broadened. “No. Some people think almost exclusively in pictures. The more a student thinks in terms of pictures, the more likely it is that that student will be dyslexic.”
 
    
 
   “Have you ever heard of dyslexia?” Liz asked Mia when the 7:30 crowd thinned out into the boring 8:30 hour.
 
   “Dyslexia? Isn’t that that reading thing where people flip around letters and stuff?”
 
   Liz laughed softly. “That’s what I thought.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t know. We were talking about it today in class. I’ve just never thought about what it would be like if you couldn’t read, you know? I mean I’ve known kids in class that couldn’t read. I just always thought they were lazy or they didn’t care. Now I’m not so sure.”
 
   “Sounds like you just stumbled on something that actually interests you.” Mia flipped the towel she was holding into quarters. 
 
   “Yeah,” Liz said softly. “Maybe I did.”
 
    
 
   It had all sounded so great, and Liz really was interested. The problem was her roommate came down with a horrible cold that morphed into the flu and promptly shared it with Liz. So two Mondays before Thanksgiving, she found herself in The Grind, sneezing, wheezing, and generally ready to collapse. Dyslexia and class seemed the farthest thing from her mind. She was now focused solely on survival.
 
   “Wow. You. Look. Awful.” Mia came back to the counter where Liz was laying with her head down, trying to get up the energy to move. It wasn’t working.
 
   “Thanks.” She ran her nose over her sleeve and was glad the counter was there to catch her head when it fell back.
 
   “No. Seriously. Why don’t you go on home? You don’t need to be here. Besides, you’re scaring the customers.” Mia went around and filled the order she had taken ready. When she came back, Liz still hadn’t moved. “Okay. Now, you’re scaring me. Go home already.”
 
   “But I don’t want to leave you here… ACHOO!” The sneeze practically blew her ears apart. “Alone.”
 
   “Yeah, because you’re being so much help as it is.” Mia delivered the coffee with a smile. In seconds she was back. “Seriously, Liz. Go home. Get some sleep. Take some cold medicine. Do something.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Well, then take some more.” Mia lifted her from the stool and angled her steps to the back. “Go. I’m fine. Go home. Go to bed. Get some rest.”
 
   “Okay.” Liz didn’t want to go, but Mia was right. She wasn’t doing anyone any good like this.
 
    
 
   Jake’s steps took him as they so often did on nights like this now to the street with the theatre flanked conveniently by The Grind. He didn’t go in. He never did anymore. Instead, he had learned to just walk past, hoping only to get a glimpse of her. She was always working because he knew how to time such things. Monday night. 9:20. She would be immersed in customers and lattes. She wouldn’t even have time to glance outside to see the idiot walking by looking in to get a glimpse of her, at least she never had before. It was pathetic. He knew that. But he just couldn’t help himself. His heart clenched at the thought of never seeing her again, of never getting to sit with her and look into her amazing eyes.
 
   His steps took him to the window, and his gaze scanned the place even has his feet kept walking right on past with the others on the sidewalk. The steps slowed as he scanned the establishment, but he did not see her. They slowed further, begging him to stop, telling him just this once wouldn’t hurt. Then, just as he got to the door, a hooded figure came jangling out on a single hard push. Before he could think what to do or what he should do, it turned right into him without stopping. 
 
   The collision was hard, knocking him backward as books went scattering all over the sidewalk, dropping like small bombs around them. Instinct only allowed him to catch the figure before it too went crashing to the concrete. “Oh, my… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” His hands steadied the figure, keeping it from joining the books as humiliation rained across his consciousness. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there. Are you okay? I’m so sorry.”
 
   “I’m… ACHOO!”  The hood dipped down with the sneeze which was followed by a loud sniffle. “Ugh. I’m… ACHOO!”  The three hard coughs that followed the sneeze sounded right out of the pneumonia ward at the hospital.
 
   Concerned and flummoxed, he bent to retrieve the three books and the one up-ended notebook on the ground. “I’m sorry. I really… I didn’t see you. Are you all…”  And then he took a good look at the book in his hand. He still couldn’t read it, but that design in the top right corner could be none other. His hands slowed, and as he looked up, he angled his gaze to under the figure’s hood as it wrapped its arms around itself, looking like it wanted to disappear. “Liz? Is that… you?” Without him thinking it all the way through, his hands gathered the last of the books, and he stood all the way up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you. Are you okay?”
 
   Slowly, sheepishly, she pulled the hood from her head and sniffled again. The white Kleenex in her hand stood out in stark contrast to the black hood and the darkness around them. “I’m sorry,” she said, with another sniffle, but she kept her gaze down as she reached for the books. “I should’ve been watching where I was going.”
 
   Panic and concern met somewhere in the middle of his heart as he looked at her. “Are you okay? You look pitiful.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.” Anger tinged the words as she swiped at her red nose and took hold of her books though he didn’t really let them go.
 
   “No.” He held on. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”
 
   “I know what you meant.” There was ice in her gaze when she glanced up at him, and she yanked her books free of his grasp. The look hurt as much as seeing her sick did. 
 
   They were still standing in the doorway as another couple stopped to gain entry.
 
   “Oh, um, sorry.” Realizing they had to move, Jake took Liz’s arm and pulled her away from the door down the sidewalk. Three steps and she sneezed again, the violence of it shaking him as well. The coughs that followed grew increasingly insistent until she was very nearly doubled over with them. Worry slithered over him. He stopped, mid-sidewalk, and looked down at her. Suddenly she seemed very small and incredibly fragile. “What’s going on? Why are you at work? You look like you need a gallon of orange juice and a week of sleep.”
 
   “Duly noted, doctor.” She ducked her head, swiped her nose again, and started past him, but Jake couldn’t let her go that easily. Not like this.
 
   He reached out and arrested her motion, taking hold of her arm. “Liz, wait.”
 
   Turning on him with anger and a venom he hadn’t expected, she scowled. “What?”
 
   “I just…”  His words stopped as he searched for more. She was clearly angry in addition to being really, really sick. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”
 
   “I’m fine.” But the cough that followed belied the truth of that statement, making her quake and shiver.
 
   “No. I don’t think you are.” His gaze traced up and then down the sidewalk and then fell back on her. “Were you going home?”
 
   She mumbled something.
 
   He bent to hear. “What?”
 
   Then she hit him with both barrels of her eyes. “I said, ‘What do you care?’”
 
   This time he backed up physically, seeing now it was more than the cold that was making her upset. “Care? Of course I care. Why wouldn’t I care?”
 
   Liz shot him a look meant to singe him to the core, and it did a very good job of that. “Well, you could’ve fooled me.” And with that, she took off past him.
 
   Emotions slammed around inside him, scrambling his thoughts as she walked the next three steps down the sidewalk before he moved. Then Jake turned and raced after her. “Liz. Wait.” He caught her by the elbow again and turned her back to him.
 
   “What?” Now she sounded tired instead of angry, and he wasn’t sure he liked that any better. Her shoulders slumped, and she looked like she was about to cry. “Look. I’ve been at class all day and at work all night. I’m tired. I’m sick, and I have three hours’ worth of homework. Can I just go home already? Would that be a crime?”
 
   But Jake wasn’t about to let her go home alone. Not like this. “At least let me walk you there. You’re in no shape to be going anywhere alone.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.” She sighed and turned her steps back up the sidewalk without really giving him an answer, so he took that as a yes and followed her.
 
    
 
   Liz could hardly muster the strength to move one foot in front of the other. It wasn’t fair that she now had to deal with him too. She trudged forward, hoping if she was mopey enough, he would take the hint and leave her alone. The first block she made in absolute silence, and besides his glances at her every five steps, he seemed content to simply follow. That was okay. She didn’t want to talk to him. She didn’t even want to see him. 
 
   Why was he here anyway? Was he coming to The Grind? No. She didn’t want to know. Step. Step. Step. Just keep walking and don’t think. That would work. If she just didn’t think about him walking beside her. She felt the sneeze coming up long before it made it to her nose. “Achoo!” The force of it made her head swim. Her throat felt like it was on fire. She swallowed back the cough, but that hurt too.
 
   “That’s a pretty nasty cold you have there,” he said.
 
   She said nothing in return, hoping he would take the hint.
 
   “I hope you’re getting enough rest. That’s the best thing for a cold.” He walked three more steps with her wishing he would just disappear. “Rest and lots of fluids. That’s what my mom always said.”
 
   Something sarcastic went through her mind, but she didn’t catch it because her whole body and mind were shutting down. She entered into a strange haze that made everything blurry and not quite real. That was it. Maybe this was all some elaborate dream. In another block, it wouldn’t matter anyway. She’d be home and in bed one way or the other.
 
   “Do you have plenty of orange juice?” he asked. “If not, I could run get you some.”
 
   “I’ll be… A-a-achoo!”  She hated sounding so weak, being so weak. It annoyed her. “Fine.”
 
   “Yes, and you’ll be better with some orange juice.”
 
   At the steps to her place, she turned, fully expecting him to stop, but he followed her up three of them before she stopped and turned. “What are you doing?”
 
   Putting his hands on his hips, his eyes said he was in no mood to argue. “Making sure you’re okay. Besides, how will I know which apartment to bring the juice to?” He stepped past her and up the last three stairs before he opened the door and turned to let her in.
 
   She wanted to argue. Really. She did. But she didn’t have the strength. So instead with a sigh, she accepted the gesture, trudged up the last steps and into the apartment house. Down the hall and up the stairs she went, feeling his black shadow following her. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. On the stairs that led to the second story, she stopped. “You know, Jake, this is very nice, but…” The words stopped as the sneeze crawled up her throat. Don’t sneeze. Don’t sneeze…  “I’m… A-A-ACHOO!”
 
   “Fine. I know. You said that.” He took her arm and led her up the last of the steps. “Which one?”
 
   “Uh, down there. Last one on the right.”
 
   He nodded and took her to it. She looked up at him and gave up. There was no getting rid of him, and she was too tired to argue. When she opened the door and heard Becca, gratefulness came through her. At least she wouldn’t be alone with him. However, although she had worked to get him to leave, now when she expected him to follow her, he didn’t.
 
   Instead, he stayed right there at the threshold. “I’ll be back. I’ll go down to the corner and get you some orange juice.” He pointed back down the hallway. “Do you have some cold medicine?”
 
   “Jake, you don’t have to…”
 
   “Okay. I’ll get you cold medicine too.” And then before she could object, he turned and headed off down the hall.
 
   “Jake!” she called after him.
 
   He waved without turning. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   Too tired to move very fast or very far, Liz sighed and shut the door.
 
   “Were you talking to me?” Becca asked, coming into the room.
 
   “No.” Liz leaned on the doorpost, seriously wondering how she would ever move again.
 
   “Then who was that?”
 
   “Jake.” She yanked herself to fully upright, stepped inside, tossed her books down onto the floor, and wrenched her coat off.
 
   “Jake? Who’s Jake?”
 
   “Some guy I met at the coffee shop a couple months ago.”
 
   “O… kay.”
 
   “He decided to walk me home.” She hung the coat on the rack, swept up the books, walked to the table, and dropped them there with a thud. 
 
   “You didn’t invite him in?”
 
   “First of all, I didn’t invite him anywhere. Second of all, he’s going to be back in a little while with some orange juice.”
 
   “He’s getting you orange juice?”
 
   Liz collapsed onto the couch and pulled the pillow over her face. It felt so good. “Yeah.” Sleep. It would feel so incredibly good. She coughed hard, leaving her lungs begging for air.
 
   “Well, that’s… bizarre.”
 
   “Yeah, it is.” That was the last thing she remembered.
 
    
 
   Jake hurried from her apartment to the convenience store on the corner. His thoughts were not on himself or on how his life had turned such a sharp corner. They were on her and how awful she looked. Sleep. She needed a lot of sleep. Orange juice would help. So would cold medicine. Maybe Vicks for her feet. That’s what his mother had done with him. He wondered then about her class schedule. What did she have tomorrow? She said she had three hours of homework. Did she have any tests or assignments due? Surely she wouldn’t try to complete anything in the shape she was in.
 
   He regretted he hadn’t asked more about her. Why hadn’t he? He couldn’t remember.
 
   Pushing into the brightly lit store, he went right to the things he needed, taking only the barest minimum amount of time to make decisions about each item. Orange juice, no pulp. Cold medicine, extra strength with pain reliever. Vicks. Kleenex. The big box. With no more thought than that, he took the items to the front and paid. Purchases in hand, he headed out. Worry had focused him as he hadn’t been in a long time. His steps didn’t vacillate. They went in one hurried line straight back to her apartment.
 
   It was only when he was back at her door that he hesitated. Wouldn’t it be a bit strange for him to take over like this? What if she didn’t accept his generosity? What if she told him to get lost and never come back?
 
   Stuffing that down, he picked up his hand and knocked solidly. Far more solidly than he felt. A moment and another and there was movement on the other side of the door. However, it didn’t open.
 
   “Who is it?” It sounded like all one word.
 
   He leaned toward the door. “Jake.” What next? He looked up at the cracked white paint on the chipped wooden trim above the door. “Liz’s friend.”
 
   Nothing for a second and then movement. When the door opened, it was not Liz but a short, blonde girl with suspicious eyes and a hard-as-nails attitude. Jake fought not to look past her as he steeled his nerves. 
 
   “What do you want?” She didn’t sound even as non-friendly as she looked.
 
   He lifted the brown bag. “I brought some things for Liz. Orange juice. Cold medicine.”
 
   The blonde girl didn’t so much a move. She just stared at him, arms crossed. 
 
   Jake had no clue what to do with that. “Um, can I see her? Is she still here? Is she asleep?”
 
   One more second to scrutinize him and then she reached up and took the bag. “I’ll give it to her when she wakes up.”
 
   So she was asleep. That was good. Jake nodded. “Thanks. Tell her I hope she gets better.” 
 
   “Yeah.” And with that, she shut the door.
 
   Knowing nothing else to do, he turned down the hallway and headed out.
 
   



 
  

[bookmark: _Chapter_7]Chapter 7
 
    
 
   At midnight Liz rolled off the couch, still mostly asleep. She needed to go to bed, but first she needed something to eat. Her stomach was roiling around the emptiness like dice on a craps table. The lights were off, which most likely meant that Becca was either asleep or gone.
 
   A raspy cough attacked Liz as she crossed into the kitchen, and she had to put her hand on the counter to stay vertical. Her lungs ached; her throat felt like sandpaper. Worse, it felt like she had either cracked a rib or hacked up an organ as the pain in her side with each cough doubled her over. She took two shaky steps, opened the refrigerator, and blinked back the light, choking on another cough. The swallow didn’t help at all. Tired hit with a one-two punch that nearly knocked her over; however, she knew she had to eat something. Toast sounded good.
 
   At that moment she saw the six-pack of orange juice cans and stopped. Orange juice? They never had orange juice.
 
   Then she remembered. Jake. 
 
   Too tired to be mad enough to make a difference, she reached in and grabbed one. It took less than ten seconds for it to be down her throat and she grabbed another for good measure. The sting of the tart liquid felt good to her throat. So good that her previously angry feelings toward him softened. Yes, she was still confused about his on-again, off-again style of life, but for this on-again moment, she was grateful.
 
    
 
   Jake spent all day on Tuesday wondering about her. After work, he raced home, changed, and headed out. There would be no lurking in the shadows tonight. No watching to see if she was there. No. Tonight he was going to go into The Grind, make sure she didn’t do something stupid like go in to work and then run over to her place if necessary. It wasn’t a great plan, but he had no contact information for her, so it was the only one he had.
 
   When he got to The Grind, he found Mia and someone who was decidedly not Liz manning the counter. However, it was only 6:30, and he didn’t know what time her shift started. Casually, he leaned against the counter. “Mia?”
 
   She turned and her normally tough features dropped into a scowl. “What do you want?”
 
   Apparently Liz wasn’t the only one who was upset with him. “Have you heard from Liz? Is she coming into work?”
 
   Mia looked even more unpleasant. “Who wants to know?”
 
   “Look, I kind of ran into her last night. I know she’s sick, and I just want to check on her to make sure she’s all right.”
 
   Taking a rag, Mia wiped the counter in front of him, forcing him to move backward off of it. “I don’t think Liz wants to talk to you, and I don’t blame her. What you did…  Well, that was just uncalled for. That girl took a chance on you, and you smashed her heart. Now she didn’t deserve that, and I’m not going to stand here and help you do it again.”
 
   Jake wished he could take it all back. He really had thought he was staying away because that was best for her. Besides, it wasn’t like she could have been in love with him or anything. They’d only met, gone out once, talked a couple of times, kissed once. He swallowed at that thought. Had she felt like he had— like the whole earth shifted and would never be the same again? The way Mia was acting, it was quite possible he had seriously misjudged the whole situation, and he felt horrible for that. Then again, horrible was bound to find him sooner or later. It always did.
 
   “Listen, Mia.” He put up both hands as if in surrender. “I know I was a jerk.”
 
   She snorted. “You can say that again. You come in here, take her out, and make her think there’s something to this thing and then you leave with no explanation, no see ya later,  no nothing, and then you waltz back in here like you’re some kind of knight in shining armor come to rescue her? I don’t think so.” With a shake of her head, she stepped around the counter.
 
   He was beginning to get it in a way he hadn’t before. Liz must’ve been even more hurt than he had realized. “Mia, wait.” He reached out and arrested her movement with a grasp of her elbow. 
 
   She looked down at his hand as if she might cut it off if he left it there any longer.
 
   “Wait. Please.” He unhanded her, considering that the wiser move. “I get it. Okay?” Emotions clogged his throat. “I really thought I was doing her a favor by leaving her alone. I’m sorry for that. I never meant to hurt her.”
 
   “Yeah? And how’s that working out for you?”
 
   Sheepish. It was all he could feel. “Not so great.” He sighed, letting his shoulders drop. “I just… I wanted to check on her, to make sure she’s okay. Is she coming in to work or not?”
 
   The pause told him that Mia’s indecision ran deep. She finally turned to him and crossed her arms. “You know, you don’t have a very good track record on the whole not hurting her thing.”
 
   “I know.” He nodded to put a stamp on it. “But I swear, I won’t make that mistake this time.”
 
   She let out another snort. “Well, I guess you are a man. You can’t help yourself being a class-A jerk.”
 
   Was he supposed to agree with that? “Will you tell me if she’s coming in? Please.”
 
   Mia shook her head. “She’s not. I think she even skipped school this morning.” Then she put up her index finger and waved it in his face. “But so help me, you hurt her again, and I’ll separate your head from your shoulders. Got it?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am. Got it. Loud and clear.”
 
    
 
   When the knock sounded on the door, Liz hardly opened her eyes. She’d been on the couch most of the night and all of the day. She kept thinking she should go to bed or at least get up and shower, but every time she made it off the couch, in less than two minutes she was back down again. The knock sounded again, and she put her wrist over her head. “Becca.”
 
   That pathetic effort produced a coughing fit that hurled her forward, doubled her over, and sent her senses scattering. The knock came again, and she really truly hated whoever was on the other side of that door. 
 
   “Ugh. I’m coming.” Her feet somehow found the floor, and she got the rest of herself up to nearly vertical. She was hardly the picture of beauty or health, but that was okay. Maybe her horrific appearance would scare whoever it was away for good. Holding furniture to keep herself upright, she wound her way to the door.
 
   Before she got there, however, the knock sounded again. Her strength was gone by the time she got to the door, so she leaned on it, hoping it would hold her up.
 
   “What?” she asked, trying to sound alive, alert, and menacing. It didn’t work.
 
   “Liz? It’s Jake. I came to check on you.”
 
   Ugh. Go away beat through her. But she had no energy to even get the words out.
 
   “Can you open up?”
 
   “Jake, I’m…” But whatever followed that was drown out in a fit of coughing that yanked her lungs out of her chest. When the fit passed, she could hardly catch her breath, and she fought to keep her eyes open as she leaned on the door for support. She needed to get rid of him, but her mind wasn’t thinking at all clearly. What was he doing here anyway? 
 
                 
 
   “Liz, please, open up.” Jake put his hands on either side of the doorframe, seriously considering breaking the door down if she didn’t open it. Sure, that wasn’t exactly respecting her boundaries or whatever, but he was worried, and by the sound of that cough, he had every reason to be. “Liz…”
 
   The locks slid through their chambers, and his heart jumped. He straightened, waiting. When the last lock unhitched, the door slipped open and he could hardly contain himself long enough to wait for it.
 
   And then she was standing in front of him. Puffy, red eyes, red nose, hair everywhere. He was glad he had come. Worry pushed him forward even though she didn’t move from leaning on the door.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she asked as if she might fall asleep at any moment. Her voice sounded as if it was being run over a washboard, and when the words were out, the cough that followed worried him further. 
 
   “Liz. Are you…? You look terrible.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “No, seriously.” This time he really did push into the apartment, not hard but firmly. He took her by the shoulders and angled his gaze down at her with concern. “Are you here by yourself?”
 
   She hesitated, and he knew the answer.
 
   “Mia said you didn’t go to school today.”
 
   Liz’s tired, sick eyes came up to meet his, but she said nothing. She looked on the verge of going to sleep or passing out— he couldn’t tell which.
 
   “I went to the coffee shop to check on you, and by the looks of things, it’s a good thing I did.” Concern for her took over then. “You need to lie down.” He turned her for the couch even as he shut the door. “Have you eaten? Did you take your cold medicine? Did you drink your orange juice?”
 
   At the couch, she put one knee onto it and slid the rest of the way down, looking like she might already be asleep when she got there. He watched her, his hands on his hips, his mind going in a million directions at once. She was only down for a second when another cough attacked her, doubling her over, quaking through her body like a violent aftershock. She sniffed pitifully and tried to take in a descent breath which didn’t really work. It was worse than he’d feared. Assessing the situation, he snapped from is-there-anything-I-can-do mode into I-have-to- do something mode.
 
   “You need food.” Without more questions, he went into the kitchen. It was tiny but half-again as big as his. He found cans of soup in one cabinet. Tomato. Cream of mushroom. Next to them were two packages of Ramen noodles. They would start with noodles and work their way up. He grabbed a pan as another round of coughing punctuated the air outside the kitchen. He gave her 12 hours. If she didn’t sound any better by then, he was taking her to the doctor. That was all there was to it.
 
    
 
   Liz drifted in and out, knowing she should be concerned for her safety. After all, she hardly knew the guy, and now, somehow he was somewhere in her apartment. She should go find out where, tell him to go home or something like that. But her lungs and strength did nothing to help her. Her mind told her he was in the kitchen. There were knives in the kitchen. Large ones. If he hadn’t brought one of his own, he could certainly use one of those. 
 
   Nightmarish thoughts wove around her body’s fight for air, weaving stories and scenarios she didn’t want to dwell on. Then again, if he had come to kill her, maybe that would be a good thing. Another cough gripped her, and this one made her head swim. Ugh. Yeah. Death might be preferable to this.
 
   “Here. Here’s the last orange juice,” he said, materializing somewhere in the haze between the couch and the coffee table. “I’ll go get you some more after you eat something.”
 
   She should sit up. Somehow she knew that, but no signals were getting to the parts of her that could make that happen. She let out a hard breath, pushed by frustration and humiliation. Her eyes fell closed, and her head fell back onto the pillow so convincingly that she forgot why she was trying to get up in the first place. The haze took over, and she floated on it, wondering what she’d even been thinking about before.
 
   “Here.”
 
   And then he was lifting her up, scooping up her shoulders and head so that somehow she came up to rest against him. His arm was around her, supporting her, and she did nothing to fight it off. She couldn’t. All of her strength was gone. 
 
   “Drink this.” He lifted the small can to her lips, and Liz kept herself awake long enough to take a couple small drinks. “I have some Ramen cooking. I found a can of chicken too, but it’s going to take a little bit to get that all together.”
 
   “You don’t…”  But the words rasping out brought another cough ripping through her. She gripped her side where the mind-splitting pain jerked through her. She pressed on it with her hand to make it stop. It didn’t through the whole coughing fit. When the coughing finally subsided, she leaned back into him, spent. Her voice was hoarse, and it hurt to talk. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Sorry? No. Don’t be sorry. Are you sure you shouldn’t go to a doctor? I could take you there right now.”
 
   Right now? She wasn’t even sure when that would be. What time was it anyway? “I’m… okay.” A cough came up, but she got this one swallowed down. Taking shallow, nothing breaths was helping to keep it down. A drink and then another. “It’s just a cold.”
 
   “Did you take the cold medicine?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m out.”
 
   “No. That I brought for you last night.”
 
   Liz fought the clawing persistence of the cough. It was coming up again. “No.” She lost the battle. This cough grated over her, shredding everything in its path.
 
   “You didn’t?”
 
   “No. I didn’t know you brought any.” She didn’t have time to answer any more before he untangled from her and vaulted off the couch. When he was gone, she was suddenly very cold and with no leaning post, she simply laid over, catching her weight with her face when it met the cushion on the opposite side. If she could just go to sleep and stay there forever, that would be a good thing. She coughed again, but only slightly. This one wasn’t too bad, more like the big cough’s baby cousin. She knew she should be concerned about where he had gone, but that got lost in all of the thoughts she didn’t even recognize. Maybe none of this was real after all. Maybe it was all just one giant illusion. At that moment, it seemed not just possible but highly likely.
 
    
 
   Jake went through the kitchen first, stopping only for a second at the little dining table on his way past. What had the she-wolf roommate done with that cold medicine? It was nowhere to be seen. He stirred the soup once. The noodles were starting to boil. Turning them down, he went back through the living room. He could no longer see her on the couch, and when he checked as he went by, he realized she was now curled up on the opposite side.
 
   Why hadn’t her roommate made her take the medicine? More to the point, where was it? He went down the hallway, stopping at the first door which was partially ajar. He pushed the door open and stepped into a small bedroom. His gaze swept the room but found nothing. So he went on down the hall. At the bathroom, he stepped in. It was small. Bigger than his but still small. There was bright blue shiny tile on the floor and the walls were all white. It looked cold and hard, like a hospital recovery room. 
 
   Pushing that to the side, he opened the medicine cabinet and found the cold medicine— still in the unopened box. Next to it was the Vicks. What good were they doing her here? He took them out to the living room, stopped in to check the noodles, and to get something to dissolve the medicine in. The coughing started up on the couch again, and it drove through him like a jackhammer. Where was her roommate? You don’t just leave your friend like this.
 
   “Okay. I found it.” He went back to the couch and found her still laid over. Shaking his head with a low growl of frustration, he pushed the angry thoughts down and knelt. “Liz. Hey. Can you sit up? I brought you the cold medicine, but you have to drink it. Here. Can you sit up and drink it?”
 
   “Uhhh.” The sound was low and horribly weak. 
 
   “Come on. Here. You have to sit up.” He set the cup down on the coffee table and scooped her up once again. It was awkward trying to hold her up and get the medicine, but somehow he managed it. “Come on now. Drink this. It’ll make you feel better.”
 
   Her eyes opened, though he couldn’t be sure she even saw him. She looked so out of it. 
 
   “Listen to me, you have to drink this.” He slipped up onto the couch beside her, and she relaxed into him like a rag doll. “Here. Drink. Come on.”
 
   She came to long enough to take several sips of the liquid. 
 
   “I put just a little sugar in it to take off the edge,” he said, helping her, watching her, supporting her, worried out of his mind that this wouldn’t be enough. “I can put some more in it if you want.”
 
   A moment and she shook her head slowly but only once. She continued to sip the liquid, and he continued to hold her and watch her. Glad she was at least trying to drink. 
 
   “Good girl. That’s going to help.” His gaze chanced to the coffee table. “And I got some Vicks for your feet.” Careful not to move too quickly, he slipped out from under her and grabbed for the little box. 
 
   “My feet?”
 
   “It’s an old family thing. My mom was the queen of home remedies.” Gently he removed first one sock and then the other. “It feels kind of weird at first, but it really works.”
 
   She leaned back into the cushions and took another sip as her eyes fell closed.
 
   Her foot felt so small in the palms of his hands. He got some Vicks and rubbed it into the soles of her feet, letting his thumbs slide back and forth across her arch.
 
   “Ow.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   She pulled forward and took another small sip. “And what’s this supposed to do?”
 
   He slipped that sock back on. “Make you stop coughing.”
 
   “Ugh. That would be good.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” He was working on the other foot now, watching her even as he did. When he got to the knots he knew would be there, he went gently instead of digging into them. After a few minutes, he finished and reached for the sock. “Better?”
 
   “Hm.” 
 
   Just then he heard something in the kitchen and he knew. “Oh, no.” With no gentle to it, he pulled her sock on and yanked himself up. “I’ve got to go check the soup.”
 
   Sure enough, when he slip-slid into the kitchen, the soup was on a rolling boil right over the edge of the pan. “Oh, great.” He shut off the burner and jerked the pan off of it making quite a crash.
 
   “Are you okay?” she called and immediately collapsed into another coughing fit. 
 
   “I’m fine. Get that down. I’ll have some soup coming in a minute.”
 
    
 
   Liz had no accounting for it. One second she was all alone in the world, the next he was there acting like he’d never been anywhere else. 
 
   “This has some chicken in it too,” he said, bringing the steaming bowl back to her on the couch. This time he sat on the coffee table instead of next to her. Bowl in hand, he spooned some up and offered it to her. “Careful. It’s hot.”
 
   She leaned forward just slightly, and he got the soup into her. Just as it slid down, the cough jumped on her again, and she squeezed her eyes closed to mash it down. When it left, she let out a breath and leaned forward for another bite. Leaning back felt good, like maybe she wouldn’t go sliding completely off the planet. “I’m sorry,” she said, feeling like a worn-out dishrag. “You really don’t have to do this.”
 
   “Hey. Don’t worry about it.” He fed her another bite. “It beats the heck out of anything else I’d be doing.” He nodded to the cup in her hand. “Do you want some water to drink now?”
 
   Looking down at the cup, she realized the liquid in it was gone. “Yeah. I guess.” The kitchen felt a million miles away. If she would’ve had to go there herself, water would’ve been out.
 
   He took the cup from her, and this time when she leaned back into the cushions, she didn’t fall over. Still they felt better than they probably should have. Resting felt heavenly. In seconds he was back, and she pulled forward enough so she wasn’t buried in the cushions. He handed her the cup, and she lifted it to her lips. The water was very good— cool. She took another sip. When he picked the bowl up, she reached for it and handed him the cup. 
 
   Looking infinitely worried, he let her have it and set the cup on the coffee table. There was no accounting for the worry in his eyes, and such beautiful eyes they were. Sea green mixed generously with blue. The black jeans and T-shirt covered with a white-and-blue overshirt that brought out the laser intensity of his eyes. It was hard not to categorize it all with him so close and looking at her with such deep concern.
 
   She took three more bites as he watched her like that. It was strange having someone do that— watching her eat from two feet away. Another two bites and she was starting to feel a little self-conscious. She glanced at him, not trusting herself to do more than that. “Thank you.”
 
   Jake nodded but didn’t say anything, just sat there watching her with his hands folded as he leaned on his knees. After a moment, he let out a worried breath. “Do you need anything else? Crackers? Bread? A lung transplant?”
 
   The joke took her completely off-guard and the laugh brought up another cough. Instantly he reached for the bowl and steadied it, barely missing her hands, which would surely have sent the remainder of the noodles scattering all over the room.
 
   His forehead creased. “Sorry. It just came out.”
 
   Liz nodded, coughed twice more, took a breath, and retook control of the bowl. The soup was actually tasting like something now. She spooned another bite into her mouth. The noodles were good and so was the chicken. She wondered when the last time she had eaten had been. There was no real memory of it. With the back of her wrist, she raked the bush of hair from her eyes. “I didn’t know you were a doctor.”
 
   “I’m not. I just play one on TV.” His smile was creased with worry but danced softly. 
 
   Laughing made her cough, so she tried not to though it was about to choke her. She nodded and took another bite. “This is very good. Do you play a cook too?”
 
   He shrugged. “Sometimes. I fill in for Emril when they get desperate.”
 
   The smile felt good— almost like being human again. “Wow. A doctor and a cook, and you’re still single? However did you manage that?”
 
   Jake slid his hands down his jeans and sat back, looking a little less worried. “I keep my talents very well hidden.”
 
   “Oh, so you’re Batman too.”
 
   “And Robin in my off-hours.”
 
   She was eating now. For real. “You know, some crackers would be good.”
 
   He stood without hesitation and readjusted the waistband of his jeans. “Where are they?” 
 
   From this vantage point, he seemed taller. Tall, dark and very handsome. Trying not to giggle, she beat that thought back.
 
   “Cabinet to the right, bottom shelf.” She continued to eat slowly as he left the room, and then for one brief second she allowed herself to breathe. How had this happened? Where had he come from anyway? This guy. This mysterious guy who seemed to materialize from the shadows and vanish into them just as quickly was suddenly in her apartment, waiting on her, getting her crackers and water and chicken noodle soup. It was just too strange to fully comprehend or understand.
 
   “There’s some peanut butter in the refrigerator. You want some of that too?”
 
   She finished eating a noodle, slurping it up. “Sure. There’s a knife in the top drawer.” Life. Breathing felt good. She had forgotten what this felt like.
 
   When he came back, he had the crackers, the knife, and the peanut butter. Although she was still a bit afraid about the knife, her alert system was settling down. If he was going to kill her, surely he would have done it by now. He sat on the coffee table, popped the peanut butter open and in seconds had a nice little cracker sandwich for her. She ate one, thinking this had to be the best meal she’d ever had.
 
   “Water?” He handed her the cup he had set on the coffee table as she crunched her way through the crackers.
 
   “Thanks.” She took the cup and sipped twice. She felt his gaze on her, drilling into her as he watched her every movement as if memorizing them. Two more sips and she handed the water back. She pushed the hair from her face again. “Ugh. I’m a mess.” This cough was softer, but it hurt her side just the same. Shifting, she grabbed for it with a grimace.
 
   The worry was back on his face. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Ugh. I don’t know. I think I pulled something in my rib. It really hurts sometimes.”
 
   His face clouded with even more worry. “Do you want me to take you in? Just to get it checked out?”
 
   Tired was coming back over her. She drained the bowl, tipping it up to do so, and then laid it on her lap. “No. I think it’ll be okay when I get over this stupid cough.” 
 
   Gently he reached over and took the bowl from her. “How long have you had it? The cough I mean?”
 
   “A week. I thought I was going to get over it, but it just kept getting worse.”
 
   “You didn’t take anything for it?” He set the bowl next to him on the coffee table.
 
   She shook her head. “Mia said I should but…”
 
   “You should have listened to her.” With everything now back by him, Jake surveyed her. “So you’re here by yourself? What’s her name didn’t stick around?”
 
   “Becca? Nah. She’s got night class most nights. What is today?” She squinted as if she could see the date stamped somewhere.
 
   “Tuesday.”
 
   “Yeah. Tuesday. She has class Tuesdays.” Knowing she shouldn’t, she laid over. It felt very good to just rest. 
 
   “Have you been to bed at all since the other night?”
 
   Sleep tugged on her eyelids, and she shook her head as she curled up with a pillow. “I think I just crashed where I landed.”
 
   “Don’t you want to go get into something a little more comfortable than that? Those don’t look much like sleeping clothes.”
 
   Only then did she notice how binding the jeans were. “I’m fine.”
 
   “That’s a given, but why don’t you go get changed? I can clean up here, and you can get some real sleep in a real bed.”
 
   “Hmm.” She was already drifting out.
 
   “Liz.” His hand was warm when it came to rest on her shoulder. “Hey, girl. Why don’t you go change? It’ll help you sleep.” He felt so steady under her as he lifted her back to vertical. “Seriously. Get changed and go to bed.”
 
   She allowed herself to be pulled off the couch until she was standing, half-awake, half-sleepwalking. 
 
   “Go. Change. I’ll take care of this.”
 
    
 
   She looked like the walking dead as she left the room one wobbly step at a time, and Jake wondered if maybe he should have just left her on the couch. But sleeping on the couch with no real pillows and in tight jeans was not the most relaxing set up in the world. She would be more comfortable in a real bed with real pillows and real pajamas. 
 
   He stopped for one more second, holding the dishes as he watched her disappear around the corner. Then he shook his head and went to deal with the dishes.
 
    
 
   Liz plodded down the hallway into her room. She remembered to close the door, mostly because she always did in case Becca and her boyfriend showed up. In the room, she pulled out her lounge pants and an oversized T-shirt. The jeans came off and then the button down and tank top. In seconds they were replaced. The bed called her name, and she complied almost without thinking. He was right. It felt wonderful.
 
   She should go tell him she was good now, and with that thought, she was asleep.
 
    
 
   Jake waited and waited, but there was no sound from down the hallway. He put the dishes in the dishwasher and cleaned the rest of the kitchen. Then he went out and straightened the living room. He hoped she was all right, but then he had told her to go to bed. Maybe she had. He considered what to do next, planting his hands on his hips as he did so. 
 
   The door presented a real problem. He didn’t have a key, and thus he had no way to lock the thing if he left. His gaze went to the hallway. He couldn’t just leave, but he couldn’t go down there and find her either. Nothing seemed quite right. Nothing except waiting.
 
   He didn’t want to make himself at home so he went over to the little dining table where the school books were stacked. Fingering one, he let his gaze slide over the gold lettering. Disendential Phenomics. Or something like that. Annoyance with his stupid mind slithered over him. It was pointless to even try.
 
   At that moment the door beyond cracked and then creaked open. His gaze went to it as his heart thudded to life. Caught, he had no good excuse for why he was standing here in the middle of her apartment. In the next second Becca the she-wolf came in, head down, fighting with her keys. She came in, turned to shut the door, and shrugged out of her coat.
 
   Jake didn’t want to scare her, but he wanted to alert her to his presence just the same. Knowing nothing else to do, he cleared his throat, and she jumped a half mile, spinning around, entangled in the arms of her coat.
 
   “Good grief! You about scared me to death!” Her eyes narrowed as she made short shrift of the coat, dropping it to the floor. “What are you doing here?”
 
   He cleared his throat again, this time from nervousness. “I came to check on Liz.” His fingers traced across the cover of the book before he picked both hands up and wrapped them into his elbows. “Why didn’t you give her the cold medicine? She was practically down with pneumonia when I got here.”
 
   Still not looking happy, Becca bent and swept the coat up and slammed it onto the coat rack. “Don’t look at me. I’ve been gone all day.”
 
   “You left her here like that? All alone? Why didn’t you tell somebody?”
 
   “Who was I supposed to tell? CPS?” She stomped past him into the kitchen.
 
   He followed but just to the doorway where he leaned, anchoring his hands under his armpits. “She was really sick, you know? I mean really sick.”
 
   “And I was really busy. What’s your point?”
 
   It was all he could do to keep himself from yelling at her. In front of him, she slammed pans around loud enough to wake the dead. “Could you please keep it down a little? She’s trying to get some sleep.”
 
   “And you’re here why?”
 
   “Because someone had to make sure she was okay. That’s why. She was practically hacking up blood when I got here.”
 
   “I gave her the orange juice.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. That was real helpful.”
 
   “Look. I’m her roommate not her mother. Okay?” This time when Becca turned to him, he saw the fatigue, and he felt bad for it.
 
   “Yeah. Okay. I get that.” He unwound and sent one finger through his hair. “She just… She looked really bad when I got here tonight. It really flipped me out. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”
 
   Becca absorbed that for a moment. “I’m sorry too. You just… I wasn’t expecting to come home and find…”
 
   “Me.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She stirred her supper. “So she’s sleeping then?”
 
   “I guess. I sent her to bed a little bit ago. She never came back out.”
 
   Becca nodded.
 
   He stood. “Listen, could you do me a favor?”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “If you’re going to be up for a little while, I want to run down to the store and get her some stuff— more orange juice, that kind of thing. Do you mind?”
 
   With a sigh, she shrugged. “I’ll be up. Me and a biology book have an all-nighter planned.”
 
   “Great. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes tops.”
 
    
 
   It took 20, but no one was counting anymore. When he knocked, it wasn’t long before the door opened. Becca let him in without even a greeting. He went straight into the kitchen to put the things away. Strange how it all felt so natural. Coming back out, he found Becca at the dining table under the halo of soft yellow light, hunched over two books and a notebook. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said softly, rolling the little plastic bag around his wrist.
 
   “Thank you for taking care of her.”
 
   Jake nodded. “Will you check on her in the morning for me?”
 
   A moment and Becca shrugged and smiled. “I will.”
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   Becca had come in at some point during the night. Liz vaguely remembered that. The coughing hadn’t been nearly as bad as the night before, and she had slept, hard. When she awoke the next morning, she thought it was morning until she looked at the clock. It was, in fact, nearly noon.
 
   She rolled from the bed and coughed twice on the way up. She felt better but only some. Cold medicine and something to eat. That would be a great start.
 
    
 
   Driving the forklift had never felt so much like eternity. Back and forth. Up and down. Thinking of nothing but her the entire day. By the time five o’clock rolled around, Jake was practically coming out of his skin. He hurried from the docks and through the maze that was New York. He considered going straight to her place but reconsidered when he realized how awful he must smell. So with one quick detour through the shower and into relatively cleaner clothes, he made his way to her door, praying the whole way.
 
                 
 
   The realm of possibility had once again widened to include studying, and Liz was full into it when the knock sounded on the door. Her heart jumped. She had wondered if he would come. With the next knock, she knew he had. “Coming!”
 
   At the door she realized she should have changed. For one second she even thought about doing so, but his third knock convinced her there wasn’t time, so she adjusted her lounge T-shirt and pajama bottoms and exhaled to calm her rushing nerves. With that, she wrenched the doorknob and smiled brightly. It would have worked had a rasping, horrific cough not chosen that exact moment to attack her. She choked and coughed, bending and twisting to get away from it.
 
   Finally fighting it back, she squeezed her eyes closed and willed it to leave. Two more hacks and finally it did. She came up, dragging a contrite smile to her face. “Hi.” A small cough and then another harder one, and her attempt at acting normal collapsed completely.
 
   “Well, it’s good to see you’re still alive,” he said with no humor in the words. His face fell into a scowl. “Shall we go to the emergency room now, or would you like to change first?”
 
   “Ha. Ha.” She fought the coughs back and shook her head. “I’m better. Really. I’m off the couch, aren’t I?” Holding the door open for him, she stepped out of the way.
 
   “I can see that,” he said, perusing her as he came in. “Still coughing though, I hear.”
 
   “Only sometimes.” She fought another one, wondering where they had come from all of a sudden. Quietly she closed the door as he turned and watched her walk past him and over to the table. The feeling of being under a microscope drove through her.
 
   Still at the door he shrugged out of his coat and hung it on the rack before following her to the dining room. There he stopped and put his hands on his hips and surveyed her with a hard, concerned look. “Have you eaten yet?”
 
   “I ate a tuna sandwich at noon. Does that count?” Sitting down, she grabbed up her highlighter and went back to work, utterly aware of his presence in the room but having no clue what to do about that.
 
   He let out a long sigh. “How does chicken and rice sound?”
 
   “Great, but we don’t have any rice.”
 
   “I got some last night.” 
 
   With that he went into the kitchen, and her gaze trailed up and over to the door he had gone through. She considered asking about the night before but decided she probably didn’t want to know how he had accomplished that. A cough jumped from her, and when it left, she shook her head. If she wasn’t careful, he really would take her to the ER. 
 
   “You want peas and carrots with it?” he asked.
 
   “Sure.”
 
    
 
   Jake figured she was busy so he cooked without making much noise or talking. When the rice was fried and the chicken ready, he filled two glasses with water and ice and then breached the threshold once again. “You at a stopping place?”
 
   Looking up, Liz sighed. “I guess. You need some help?” She slid her books together and stacked them at the edge of the table. 
 
   “No. Just stay there. I’ve got it.” He went back into the kitchen, got the plates and silverware. In two trips he had dinner on the table. However, he didn’t sit down. “Do you need anything else? Salt? Pepper?”
 
   “Uh, no. This looks great.” Looking over the layout, she rubbed her hands together. 
 
   “You sure? Because I’m up. I could get it.”
 
   “No, really. This looks great.”
 
   Still not sure he wasn’t missing something, Jake reluctantly took his seat. He reached for the serving spoon in the fried rice and pushed it to her. “Dig in.”
 
   However, she didn’t immediately reach for it. Instead, her gaze came over to his, questioning without saying a word.
 
   “What?” he asked with no small amount of trepidation. “Did I forget something?”
 
   Her head shook before she answered. The weight of her hesitation pulled her gaze down to her lap. “I just… um…”  She dragged her gaze up to his. “I usually say grace before I eat.”
 
   “Oh.” The syllable was short, like a mini-explosion, but he recovered quickly. “Okay. That’s cool. I guess.” Unfortunately, however, he didn’t know what to do next. He waited until she bowed her head, and he followed, feeling a little silly but trying to squelch that. 
 
   “Dear Jesus, thank You for this day.”
 
   Jake snuck a peek up at her. He could only see the crest of her head, the rest of her face seemed buried in her chest. Still, his heart lifted at the sight.
 
   “Thank You for helping me to get well and for sending a guardian angel to make sure of it. Bless this food and this company. Amen.”
 
   “Amen,” Jake breathed. He’d heard the word before, but had never quite gotten up enough interest to wonder what it meant until that moment.
 
   The spell of the prayer broke when she lifted her head and reached for her fork. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”
 
    
 
   Food. Glorious. Wonderful. Marvelous food. It had never tasted quite so good as it did that night at that table. Liz wasn’t sure if it was because she was so famished from not having eaten or from the strength of his cooking skills. Whatever it was, it was delicious.
 
   “Mmmm.” She closed her eyes savoring the twining of the flavors.
 
   “Good?”
 
   “M-hm. Wonderful.” Forking some more into her mouth, she fought to remain lady-like and polite. That wasn’t easy because what she really wanted to do was shovel it in.
 
   Jake had taken some also, and his fork clinked on the plate. “So.”
 
   “So,” she said and took a quick drink of water in case this discussion got deeper than one syllable.
 
   He lifted a mound of rice with his fork but just held it there, hovering between the plate and his mouth. “Do you always pray before you eat?”
 
   This bite nearly slid down the wrong pipe, and Liz ducked her head so he wouldn’t see how impolite she was being. She nodded in answer to his question before she took another drink. Food successfully down, she nodded again. “Most of the time it’s not that formal. I just say a few words of thanks.” She shrugged. “Not really that big of a deal.”
 
   Jake nodded and ate another bite. A moment and he glanced over at her again. “So what’s that whole Amen thing anyway? Is that like signing off or something?”
 
   “Signing off?”
 
   “Yeah, like. ‘Okay, God. I’m through. You can go on with Your life now.’”
 
   Liz laughed in spite of herself. “No. Not exactly. Amen means ‘I believe’ as in, ‘I believe that God has heard and will answer.’”
 
   “Huh. Never thought about it like that.” He took another bite.
 
   Emotional ropes pulled her back as her spirit strained to figure out just how much he wanted to hear on this subject. “I think it’s also kind of to let everyone else know you’re done.” She scooped up some rice. “Like sometimes in church, the pastor gets all, ‘And another thing… and another thing…’ and you’re like, ‘Ugh. This could go on forever.’  And then he says, ‘Amen,’ and you know we’re through.”
 
   Jake nodded as if he was absorbing information.
 
   She ate a couple of bites and took a drink. “So, you don’t go to church much?”
 
   “Church?” His eyebrows arched for the ceiling. “Uh, no. I don’t go to church.”
 
   She lifted another forkful. “Ever?”
 
   He shrugged. “I went for my grandpa’s funeral one time, but I think that was just a chapel, not a real church. Does that count?”
 
   Liz wasn’t sure it counted, nor did she know if she should be the judge of him on whether or not it did, which she suddenly felt. The whole unequally yoked thing went skittering through her mind, but she beat it back with the reminder they were friends and hardly that. “Your parents didn’t go to church?”
 
   “Uh, no. Not that I ever knew anyway. Dad worked extra hours on Sundays and Mom graded papers.” He stretched his legs out and leaned back just slightly before shrugging. “I pretty much hung out and tried not to get into too much trouble.” 
 
   “Oh, yeah? How’d that work?”
 
   “Better some times than others.”
 
   She laughed softly, really liking his way with words.
 
   Two more bites and Jake leaned back again. “Not that there’s anything wrong with church. I mean I believe in God as far as that goes and everything. I pray sometimes… kind of, and I figure if I feel like praying, then that probably means there’s somebody somewhere who’s willing to listen.”
 
   “So do you have a name for this somebody somewhere?”
 
   He leaned forward, dipping his fork tines down into the small mound of rice left. “I don’t know. Never really thought about it, I guess.” He chewed and shrugged. “It’s just nice to think I’m not all alone, you know?”
 
   Something about how he said it snagged her attention. The food became secondary to the conversation. “Did you spend a lot of time alone growing up?”
 
   He sighed, never really looking up at her. “Yeah, it was just me. No brothers or sisters. No big family. ‘Course I hung out with my friends, you know from school… for a while anyway…”
 
   When she looked up, she noticed that he was more stirring his food than eating it. That bothered her though she couldn’t quite explain why. She continued to eat, very slowly, managing her words, measuring them so she wouldn’t offend him or scare him again. “So, what happened with that? Your friends, I mean?”
 
   For a very long moment he said nothing, and her heart slid to a stop. Maybe she had pushed too hard, gone too far. Then he shrugged. “Oh, you know how it is, you grow up and you go in different directions. It is what it is.”
 
   She wanted to ask more, but before she got the chance, his gaze hit her plate.
 
   “Wow. You must’ve been hungry.” He pulled forward with his elbows on the table. “Do you want some more?”
 
   Decorum said she should say no, but her grateful stomach wouldn’t let her. She lifted her plate to his offer. “Sure.”
 
    
 
   Jake gave her some more wondering if she was just being nice. He liked to cook, but mostly his style of cooking was throwing things that sounded good into a pan and seeing how it turned out. He’d made more than one disaster doing that in his time in the kitchen, and he was glad tonight wasn’t one of those times. When he sat back, he didn’t bother to refill his plate. He was more intent on making sure she had enough.
 
   “So,” he said, lifting his chin toward her stack of books, “what are you studying tonight?”
 
   She coughed twice, as hard as she had when he’d first gotten there, and he scratched the whiskers on his chin, waiting for the answer and trying not to let himself worry about her improving but not yet fully recovered health. 
 
   “I was supposed to have a test in Ed Psych yesterday, so I guess I’m going to have to beg, plead, and grovel to get to take a make-up when I go back tomorrow. I surely don’t want to bomb the thing at this point.” Another small cough kept her from her rice for a moment, and Jake noticed her wince.
 
   “That rib still bothering you?”
 
   Her expression was one of quiet surprise. “A little. It’s better though.”
 
   He wished that made him feel better about the situation. “So do you have a lot to study tonight?”
 
   “Enough. I was going to put in a few hours the other night, but we both know how well that worked out.” She ate another bite. “I did get quite a bit done today on it though, so it shouldn’t be too bad.”
 
   “Hm.” He grabbed his water and leaned back with it. “So what’s it about? What you’re studying, I mean.”
 
   “This part we’ve been going over is about learning disabilities. ADD, ADHD, autism. That kind of thing.”
 
   “Fun.”
 
   “Tell me about it. But there’s this whole section on dyslexia. It’s been really kind of interesting.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? What’s so interesting about it?” It was strange, he really didn’t care what she was talking about, he could sit and listen to her forever. He took another drink, really liking the chance to just sit with her, no customers, no Mia, no anything. Just the two of them talking and getting the chance to know one another.
 
   “I don’t know. At first I thought, ‘Big deal, so they can’t read all that great’ but the more I’ve learned, the more interested I get. Like, when I first started, I thought it was all about flipping letters and stuff. Or just not being able to read, not being very good at reading, that kind of thing, but the more we talked about it, the more I realize there’s so much more to it than that.”
 
   “Like what?” It was so intriguing to watch her. It was like flipping on a switch that brought her into full animation mode, and he liked the energy she seemed to suddenly have.
 
   “Like the whole right-brain, left-brain thing. Did you know that dyslexics make up like 20 percent of the population? And the reason they are dyslexic is because they think mostly with their right brains, so that means they are really creative and smart, but they just can’t read.”
 
   “That’s weird.” He shook his head. “If they’re really smart, then surely they can read.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.” She pointed her fork at him and then dropped the top of it to her plate. “But it’s not about their intelligence. It’s about how they process the words on a page.”
 
   “I’m not following.”
 
   “Well, from what I’ve read, dyslexics look at a word, not as separate letters to decode, but as a word, like as an object.”
 
   Jake nodded, not fully understanding what she was saying. “And that’s bad?”
 
   “Well, yeah. It’s like looking at a forest and not seeing any of the trees. You just see this big, amorphous thing and when you try to describe it or pull it apart, you can’t do it because you don’t see the individual parts and how they can come apart and go back together.”
 
   “O-kay.” He really wasn’t following now, but that only animated her more.
 
   “See, the left side of the brain is what you use to analyze small bits of information. It’s where when you read, your brain pulls the words apart into letters so you can sound it out. Then your left brain puts it back together, and you say the word, and your right brain figures out what it means. The problem is, these kids don’t decode very well, or at all. So they’re trying to figure out what something says by using the context clues or the pictures or things like that.”
 
   Now he was getting genuinely confused. “And you’re not supposed to do that?”
 
   “Well, no. I mean not eventually. At first, yeah, of course you do, but the older you get, the less those things are available, the less you’re supposed to need them. At some point somebody had better have taught you to decode or you’re in serious trouble.”
 
   Jake was fascinated, but more by her and how fascinated she was.
 
   Her gaze fell back to her plate. For a long moment she didn’t say anything, then with her head still down, she said rather softly, “I’ve been thinking about going in to the literacy center on campus. They do a lot of work with dyslexic people in the community. I think it might be interesting to see it up close and personal.”
 
   His smile was both amused and captivated. “Well, it sounds like someone may have stumbled on something they really like to do.”
 
   She smiled, but it was a mysterious kind of smile. “Yeah. Who knows? Maybe so.”
 
    
 
   When Jake left an hour later, Liz couldn’t be unhappy about any of it. He had made her take more cold medicine, but even that was good. It relaxed had her and put her into a contemplative mood. In fact, she’d finally mellowed enough to get up the courage to ask him about his last name. McCoy. It was a nice name, and her mind and heart traced over and over it and him even as she studied after he left. An hour later and she gave up studying. She knew as much as she was going to. 
 
   The shower felt good. The bed felt even better. She was still sleeping on a mountain of pillows so she wouldn’t cough the whole night, but finally she felt like she was going to live. Snuggling into the pillows, she smiled at that. Strange as that sounded, it felt good to be taken care of. It felt good to not be alone. Being with him, whether that made any sense or not just felt good. And with that thought, she fell into a deep, peaceful sleep.
 
    
 
   Jake had no clue where he might find her the next evening. His steps hurried first home and then to The Grind. In a way he hoped she was there because that would mean she was feeling better. However, in another way he hoped she wasn’t so he could go to her place, make dinner for them both and sit and talk for hours. It was all he wanted from life anymore.
 
   He stuck one hand in his pocket as nerves attacked him when he got to the door of The Grind. With one hard, short breath, he reached for the handle and yanked it open. The bells greeted him followed almost instantly by the most beautiful smile from the most beautiful woman on the planet who stood behind the counter.
 
   “Hi, there,” she said brightly.
 
   “Hey.” He wanted to smile, but his heart was filling so rapidly with love, it barely came out. He stepped inside, liking everything about the space that surrounded her. Instead of going to the back corner which now seemed ridiculous, he went over and leaned on the counter. There were only a couple of customers anyway. “How’s it going?”
 
   “Better.” Her doe-shaped eyes fell as her gaze did. She only glanced up at him. “Thanks to you.”
 
   His smile came with no effort. “I didn’t do so much. A couple vats of chicken soup and some orange juice.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it was very much appreciated.” 
 
   He nodded and smiled broader. “Duly noted.”
 
   She glanced to his empty hands. “You didn’t bring your computer?”
 
   Opening his hands, he shrugged. “I didn’t know. I thought I might be playing doctor again.”
 
   She came over and leaned on the counter toward him. “Nope. Your patient’s all better. She had a great doctor.” 
 
   “Well, well, look who we have here.” Mia came out from the back and clattered the items she was holding to the counter next to them.
 
   “Mi…” Liz jumped back.
 
   “Hi, Mia,” Jake said, knowing how the older woman felt about him and especially about his interest in her friend. However, he wasn’t going to be cowed this time. “Nice to see you again.”
 
   “Jake,” she said dismissively. Then she turned to Liz. “Mind helping me with this stuff?”
 
   “What? Oh, no. I mean. Yeah. Of course. What do you need?”
 
   Jake took that as his cue to leave them to their work. “I’ll just be over here in the corner.”
 
   When Liz looked up, there was an unnecessary apology in her eyes. However, Jake simply smiled and winked at her. With that, her countenance relaxed and she smiled back before bending to help Mia with shelving the items under the counter.
 
    
 
   Liz didn’t bother to bring her books when she took her break. Ten minutes wasn’t going to be long enough to talk as it was. “You know, you’re going to drown in that stuff if you’re not careful.” She pulled out the chair and sat across from him as he took a drink of the coffee she had poured for him not five minutes before.
 
   “I’m thinking about switching to decaf.”
 
   She laughed. “I don’t know how you manage to walk out of here and go to sleep. I would be wired for days.”
 
   There was a small smirk as he shrugged. “Sleep isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” He shifted forward. “So how was the test? Did you pass with flying colors?”
 
   “Colors. Don’t know if they were flying or not. We’ll see when I get it back next week.”
 
   He nodded. “Did you get a chance to go to the… what did you call it? The learning place?”
 
   “Literacy center. No. Not yet but I’ll have some time tomorrow.” She coughed once, a hollow remnant of the others. Leaning on her elbows, she surveyed the empty table. “You’re not writing?”
 
   “No.” And he ducked his head. “Not tonight.”
 
   Something about the way he said it made her wonder. She tilted her head to get a clearer look at his face. “Not tonight? Or not ever?”
 
   His gaze came up to hers, and there were words written there that she couldn’t read. “I don’t know.” He exhaled hard. “I don’t know if it’s even worth it.”
 
   “Why? Why isn’t it worth it?”
 
   This shrug was barely there. “Maybe I’m just kidding myself, maybe I can’t really make something like that happen.”
 
   “But you said you’ve written… what? More than one, right? That has to mean something.”
 
   “Maybe it means I’m a dreamer.”
 
   “Hey, now. Don’t diss dreamers. They are the ones who actually jump when everyone else is going, ‘I don’t know. It looks kind of high.’” She arched her head as if she was afraid of the cliff that wasn’t there. “Sometimes you have to jump and do it anyway. You’ll never know what’s possible unless you try.”
 
   “Liz!” Mia called from the counter, and her attention jerked that direction.
 
   “Oops. Duty calls.” She stood but didn’t leave. “You going to be here for a while?”
 
   Jake looked up, and in his eyes there was a pleading hope that she could feel more than comprehend. “Yeah, I’ll be here.”
 
    
 
   When she walked away, Jake watched her go and then purposely redirected his gaze from her. He heaved a sigh. “This is crazy. You know that, right? I’ve got to be insane to even think about writing or her.” He leaned over and took a drink of the cold coffee. His gaze slid up to her, already back to work. She didn’t understand, and although one part of him wanted to explain it to her, he knew he never would. Some things were better left in secret compartments that no one had a key to open.
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   The next morning Liz made a stop between classes. The literacy center. She had seen it on her numerous trips to and from the bus stop, but not once had she ever thought she would be walking into it. Reading. It had never been a problem for her. But she now realized she was lucky that way. 
 
   “Can I help you?” a young woman about her age asked. She was blonde, not overly big, but she had kind eyes that invited rather than pushed.
 
   “Um. Well.” Now that she was here, Liz couldn’t really decide how to phrase what she was here to do. “I’m interested in learning about your services.”
 
   “Okay.” The young woman slid a sheet over to her. “Name?”
 
   “What?” Liz shook out of her shock. “Oh, no. I’m not here for services. I… more… want to find out about what you do.”
 
   That puzzled the young woman. “What we do?”
 
   “Yes.” Straightening the strap on her purse, Liz wondered if this was just a really bad idea. “I’m in a teaching course on literacy, uh, reading, and we’ve been covering, uh, dyslexia and things like that.”
 
   The young woman was nodding, a perplexed look on her face, as if she was trying to decipher all of the uh’s and um’s surrounding Liz’s explanation.
 
   “I wanted to find out like what you do for someone with dyslexia or other learning disabilities.”
 
   “Oh.” Finally the young woman seemed to understand. “Let me get my supervisor. Hold on.”
 
   She left Liz standing there. After a moment more of embarrassment about her performance, she began to look around the center. There were people at desks scattered throughout. Some were her age, others were much older. That surprised her.
 
   “Yes?” An older woman stepped up to her, followed by the young woman. She put out her hand. “I’m Mrs. McLaughlin. I’m the supervisor for the Literacy Center. Bethany tells me you’re interested in what we do here.”
 
   Liz nodded, fighting not to fidget with her strap. “Yes, Ma’am. I’m in a psychology class, and we’ve been studying learning disabilities.” Without her really realizing it, she and Mrs. McLaughlin went for a little walk away from the information desk. Mrs. McLaughlin put her head down, very serious and nodding the whole time as if Liz and only Liz was on the planet. “I’m an education major, but I haven’t been really sure that’s where I was supposed to be, but I got really interested in the stuff about dyslexia. I just wondered if you could tell me some more about it.”
 
   “Well, dyslexia and all of its cousins are what we focus on here.” They walked around the tables, to the edge and back again. “Most of our clients have reading issues although we deal with dyscalculia and dysgraphia as well.”
 
   Her eyebrows went up. “Dys…?”
 
   “Calculia,” Mrs. McLaughlin filled in with a smile. “It’s trouble with math. Specifically ordering numbers. Those with dyscalculia flip numbers and get them out of order without realizing it.”
 
   “But the professor said that’s what people think people with dyslexia do, except they don’t.”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin smiled. “It’s one of the myths although it comes about quite honestly. Simply put a dyslexic sees words as whole units instead of as individual letters. So they see words more like a picture. When people think of them flipping the letters, it’s because a dyslexic will see a p as if it has the line going up or down, like you would turn this picture upside down. They don’t realize in the early stages of reading that a p only goes down. So they know what it looks like, but they don’t always know which way that confounded line goes. It’s the same with d’s and q’s and m’s and w’s. We think of them having a flipping problem, but what they have is an accurate and consistent picturing problem.”
 
   “And how do you fix that? I mean, can it be fixed?”
 
   “Well, it’s not quite that easy. You see, dyslexics also have a couple of other challenges. Some have more than others. But they all stem from the fact that a dyslexic person relies primarily on the right side of the brain.”
 
   “The creative side.”
 
   “Yes. The creative side. In fact, dyslexics are often highly skilled artists or musicians. They are very imaginative people. Quite, quite creative. There are many actors who are dyslexic. They memorize like lightning… as long as they don’t have to read the actual script.”
 
   Liz shook her head. “How do you do that?”
 
   “Oh, they get quite creative in ways to go around the problem. Many get books on tape or maybe have other people read for them. Because they understand how things work, they can assimilate information very quickly. They understand. It’s just the issue of they can’t read, and because of that, many can’t write either. Spelling can be a huge hurdle. So many dyslexics are trapped in a world that is unbelievably full and yet tragically empty.”
 
   At one table they sat down together. They had their backs to the window as they looked out across the center. 
 
   “So how do you bridge the gap? I mean how do you teach someone how to read when they have this huge wall like that?” Liz asked, totally into the topic.
 
   “Well, we start by re-teaching that letters have sounds.” Mrs. McLaughlin smiled at the surprise on Liz’s face. “I know it sounds very basic, but if you miss that, all the practice in the world does not help.”
 
   “They don’t even get that letters have sounds?”
 
   “No. Many of them when they were much younger and first learning to read, they memorized the words.” Mrs. McLaughlin picked up a blank paper and a pencil that were on the table. “Let’s say the word the teacher has on the board is bag.” She wrote the word on the paper. “Now, you and I see the letters. B. A. G.” She sounded each one out as she pointed to the letters. “But a dyslexic student sees ‘starts with a b, has a little letter and a long letter.’”  She drew the word in boxes instead of with letters. “They take a picture of the way the word looks and file it in their memory bank.”
 
   Liz nodded, watching fascinated.
 
   “The problem is when they come up against the word beg. See. ‘Starts with a b, has a small letter and a long letter. So what would they say?’”
 
   “Bag.”                            
 
   “Exactly because their word picture of how that word looks is bag. But the word isn’t bag. It’s beg.” Mrs. McLaughlin wrote beg below it. “So what do they do?”
 
   “Miss it.”
 
   “Yes. And when the teacher corrects them, they take a new picture and file it away as well.” Moving the paper, Mrs. McLaughlin wrote below beg. “Now what happens when they have the word boy?”
 
   Liz was beginning to see the problem. “Starts with a b, has a short letter, and then a long letter.”
 
   “What are they going to say?”
 
   “Bag.”
 
   “Or.”
 
   “Beg.”
 
   “Exactly. Now we have an even bigger problem, and it just keeps getting bigger. What about this word?” She wrote ‘big.’  “Or this one?” She wrote ‘bay.’  “Or this one?” Under the others she wrote ‘bog.’
 
   “But that could go on forever.”
 
   “Right. So what happens when they learn that all of these picture-words look the same? What do they do when they get to a word that starts with a b, has a little letter and a long letter?”
 
   The thought made Liz blink in its complexity. “Well, I guess they would start by saying maybe what makes sense with the sentence.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “But what if several of them made sense?”
 
   “You’d try to use context clues, or maybe pictures if there are any. But then what?”
 
   Liz shrugged. “Then I guess you start guessing. I mean what else can you do?”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   “But at some point, you’d be guessing all the time. I mean, you could do that with just about any word. Bat.”
 
   “Um-hm.” Mrs. McLaughlin nodded, encouraging Liz to think through the ramifications of the issue.
 
   “Could be but, could be bet, could be bad.” She sat back, blown away by the understanding. “No wonder they can’t read.”
 
   “Right, but they can read. The problem is no one realizes that they do not know about decoding words.”
 
   Liz sat forward with a start. “My professor was talking about that, how they have to be taught to decode words, what most of us take for granted.”
 
   “Yes, and once they learn to decode words, reading becomes comprehensible.”
 
   She thought into that. “And then they can use all of their other abilities— the creative stuff— to understand what they are reading. Do they ever get good at it— reading I mean?”
 
   “Yes, some get quite good. For others it is always a struggle, but even they can break out of not being able to read at all.”
 
   “Mrs. McLaughlin,” Bethany said, stepping up, “you have a call on line one.”
 
   “Oh. Thank you.” Mrs. McLaughlin stood and Liz followed her up. “Feel free to take some of our brochures, Miss…?”
 
   “Savoy.” Liz put out her hand. “Thank you so much for your time. If you don’t mind, I might come back on Monday to do a little more research.”
 
   “Anytime, Ms. Savoy.” And with that Mrs. McLaughlin walked into her office in the back.
 
   Liz went to the information desk where Bethany had already taken up position again. She was obviously trying not to be nosy as she had her head down over her book. Stepping up, Liz took first one brochure and then another. Dyslexia & You. Two more were in her hands before she looked back up at Bethany. “Thank you.”
 
   Bethany smiled, that same non-threatening smile. “Sure. I hope it helped.”
 
   “Oh, it did.”
 
    
 
   “And this one,” Liz said, spreading the little tri-folded paper in front of Jake as they sat in the corner during her break later that evening. “Did you know that 20% of students have this to varying degrees? Twenty percent! That means one-in-five kids is struggling with this, and nobody even realizes it.”
 
   Jake was still fascinated mostly because she was so fascinated. “So what do you do about it?”
 
   “I don’t know. I mean Mrs. McLaughlin talked about hooking sounds with letters, but we didn’t really get into that much.” She took the brochure back and scanned it as if absorbing it into her soul. “One-in-five. Man, if you could help even half of those…”
 
   He loved seeing her like this. Lit up. Alive. 
 
   “And the best part is, these kids are really very smart according to Mrs. McLaughlin. I mean they have this great creative side that just gets buried because they are struggling so much to read. Imagine what you could unleash if you took away that barrier.”
 
   “So are you going back?”
 
   “Well, they’re only open awhile tomorrow.”
 
   “It’s Saturday. Your day off.”
 
   “Yeah.” She leaned back, still looking at the brochure. “I just… I don’t know where this is all going, you know? It’s kind of scary. I mean, I don’t know if there is like a major or something to help with these kids, or if you can just show up and they’ll show you what to do.”
 
   Dread traipsed through him. “Are you thinking about going to work there? In the Literacy Center?”
 
   She didn’t answer for a long time. “I don’t know.” Her gaze came up to his and all he saw was the fear. “That’s like a really big leap. I mean I don’t know what it entails or if I could even do it.”
 
   Jake had to take a long breath to get the words out. Before he did, he slid his hand across the table to cover hers lest she take his words flippantly. The touch jarred something loose in his soul, but he breathed that back. “I think, you need to jump.” He looked right at her, never flinching. “Do what your heart is telling you. Okay? I’ve seen you here, working, but when you talk about this, you get… I don’t know… alive with it or something. I mean coffee is a job. This… this could be your…”
 
   “What? My calling?”
 
   He thought for a minute and nodded. “Something like that. Don’t you think you should at least follow the path as far as it goes? Who knows, maybe it will only be for a while; maybe it won’t be for forever. But it’s not like you have to quit this right now to find out. Go tomorrow. Ask some more questions. Who knows? It might be right, and it might not be.”
 
   “Liz!” Mia called from across the restaurant, and both of their attentions jerked that way.
 
   Suddenly Liz was all-aflutter, adjusting and standing and moving away from him. “Coming!”
 
   When she looked back at him, there was still fear in her eyes. 
 
   “Jump, Liz,” he said, wondering how he could be so calm, but he knew this was right for her. “It’s gonna be okay.”
 
   A moment more and she smiled and then nodded. “Thanks.”
 
    
 
   When she walked into the Literacy Center at ten in the morning on Saturday, Liz was still hanging onto his words and that look in his eyes— the one that said he would catch her if she walked off the cliff and made a complete fool of herself. It gave her courage, courage to take this step, courage to not turn and run away, courage to explore something she felt totally out of her depth with.
 
   “Well, good morning,” Mrs. McLaughlin said, walking past the door just as Liz entered.
 
   “Oh. Good morning.” It occurred to her that she had no good excuse for being here.
 
   “Back to do some more observing?”
 
   “Do… do you mind?”
 
   “Not at all.” Mrs. McLaughlin started toward her office, papers in hand, without offering for Liz to come with her. 
 
   There was no indication of what to do, so Liz followed her, hoping that was right.
 
   “Several of my tutors are here this morning.” In her office, Mrs. McLaughlin stacked the papers with others and came back around the desk. “I think you would be most interested in watching Anne. She’s just starting with Charlie. I think that will give you a feel for what we do.”
 
   “And they won’t… mind?”
 
   “We’ll ask.” With no pretense, Mrs. McLaughlin strode across the room to a large round table with only two people sitting there. On the table between them were little blocks in various colors. “Morning, Charlie.”
 
   “Oh, good morning, Mrs. M,” the man who had to be close to her father’s age said. 
 
   “How’s it going?”
 
   “Charlie’s doing great,” the woman Liz presumed to be Anne said. “We’ve gone through four lessons already.”
 
   “Wow. Very good.” Mrs. McLaughlin turned to Liz. “This is Liz Savoy. She is interested in learning what we do here, and I was wondering if you would mind if she sat in on a session?” She looked at Charlie, and after a moment, he shrugged.
 
   “Fine by me.”
 
   “Very good.” Mrs. McLaughlin nodded to Liz to take a seat. “If you need anything, I’ll be around.”
 
   “Th-thank you.” Uncertainty clung to the motion as Liz pulled out a chair and sat down.
 
   With very little hesitation, Anne went back to the lesson. “Okay, we’re going to continue with the nonsense words. Pull down the blocks for the nonsense word ‘nad.’”
 
   “Nad,” Charlie repeated. Then, slowly, after some thought, Charlie pulled a blue block, a red block, and a yellow block down.
 
   “Good.” Anne waved her hand, and Charlie slid the blocks back to the center. “Now ‘mot.’”
 
   “Mot.” Again, he pulled three blocks down.
 
   The kabuki dance was fascinating, but Liz didn’t really understand what they were doing. Over and over, Charlie pulled blocks with no letters down and then pushed them back. After several minutes, the ritual changed just slightly. Anne put three blocks in front of him and then said a word. “Gup.”
 
   He repeated the word. “Gup.”
 
   “Now I’m going to change one sound, and you tell me which sound I change. Gip.”
 
   “Gip.” Charlie reached over and pulled the red block from the center and replaced it with a green one.
 
   “Very good. Awesome!”
 
    
 
   “So?” Mrs. McLaughlin asked an hour later when Liz went to find her. Charlie’s lesson had concluded, and although Liz really wanted to join another one, she didn’t think she’d been given the run of the place.
 
   “It’s… wow.” Liz slid into the chair opposite the older woman. “I mean, it’s so hard to believe that a guy Charlie’s age can have so much trouble just pulling words apart like that. I thought the whole, seeing words as a unit thing was just some mumbo-jumbo, but watching it…”
 
   “Charlie’s only been here two days, but he’s making remarkable progress. It won’t be long and he will be reading simple words and then longer words.”
 
   “So how long does it take— to teach someone?”
 
   “Depends on the student. Some pick it up very quickly. Others really struggle with the concept of decoding.”
 
   “How do they make it through school?”
 
   “Many of them don’t. If their dyslexia is not properly diagnosed, people can go for years or even for forever without realizing what’s wrong. Many of them absorb the belief that they are simply dumb or lazy. Teachers often don’t understand what’s going on, and the students don’t have the life experience to know it’s not just them. They can’t explain what’s going on for them in reading because they have no concept that anyone reads any differently than they do. They just think they are really bad at what everyone else can do so easily. When they realize that everyone else is doing it differently, sometimes it’s like someone lifted this huge weight off their shoulders.”
 
   “That is so cool.” Liz leaned back, thinking. “You know, Mrs. McLaughlin, I was talking with a friend the other night, and well, I know it’s probably strange to have someone just walk in off the street…”
 
   “And want to work here?”
 
   Liz’s gaze jumped up to find the woman smiling. “Yeah. I think I might.”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin nodded. “Most of those who come to work here do so because they have someone in their life that they want to help, someone who has dyslexia. But we get our fair share like you as well. Those who cross the street from the education wing of the university to ours and choose to stay.”
 
   That surprised Liz, and she shifted in her seat. “But aren’t they the same thing? Education and over here?”
 
   A small laugh escaped from the older woman. “Liz, there are many things that frustrate me about life and the work I do. That is one of them.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Well, let’s put it this way. On this side of the street is the education department.” She grabbed a piece of paper and drew two lines. On one side, she wrote Education. “On the other side is us.” On the other, she wrote Research into Dyslexia. “And this street in between might as well be a ten-foot wall.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin sighed. “I don’t know really. In education, they teach you to teach in optimal conditions with students who learn best the way they teach. But the way they teach simply does not work for all students.”
 
   “But they could learn.”
 
   “Yes, and perhaps we could do a better job of teaching them. Unfortunately most of our resources are taken up trying to mitigate the issues of students who have been crushed on the rocks of the current standard educational practices.”
 
   “Like Charlie.”
 
   “And many, many others who come in every week.” Mrs. McLaughlin let out a long breath and leaned back, a position which struck Liz as interesting for a woman of her obvious stature and age. “I’ll be honest, I wish there was a way to bridge the gap, to cross that wall, to get them on a grand scale to see what we know, but so far, we’re left to put out brush fire after brush fire.”
 
   Liz considered that, letting her thoughts travel the roads they were going without stopping them. “I was talking to my friend the other night, and I was saying I don’t even know what I would major in if I wanted to go into this field. I mean can I major in dyslexia?”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin laughed and then pulled forward. “Well, how about we take this a step at a time? Would you be interested in being a tutor for us?”
 
   Panic surged in Liz. Suddenly this was happening very fast. “Oh, I don’t know. A tutor? I’ve only had a couple of reading classes.”
 
   This laugh was hardier than the first. “That’s more than most of our tutors have, and you may find our methods contradict some of what you have learned.”
 
   “Contradict?”
 
   “Well, for example, you probably learned about whole language.”
 
   “Yes. Immersion reading.”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin nodded. “That works fine for a student who picks up on decoding naturally. For our students it is a one-way ticket to a town called frustration.”
 
   “So phonics then?”
 
   The woman’s smile was sad and spoke of many hard-won lessons. “Later. But if you start with phonics as many do, our students again are lost. You have to go all the way back to phonemes and sounds for these students. Latching one sound to each letter that you say and then that you read.”
 
   “Like Anne was doing with Charlie.”
 
   “Precisely. As a student begins to understand that each sound is represented by a letter, they begin to learn to decode. But you have to remember that the pathways to do this in their brain have not been activated like a person who reads easily. So, not only do they have to learn to decode, they need much more practice at it to become proficient.”
 
   Liz was beginning to grasp the smallest tip of this intriguing new world, and all she wanted was to learn more. However, little things like paying for college and how to shift to this line of study were weighing down her spirit. “Mrs. McLaughlin…”
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” Mrs. McLaughlin said, understanding the unspoken question without it being asked. “We are open from eight to eight on Monday through Friday, and from ten until four on Saturday. Why don’t we just leave this open-ended for now? You come in when it works for you. We can talk at the end of the semester. That’s only a few weeks away. If you are still interested, we can make arrangements come January.”
 
   “That would be awesome. I mean, great. That would be great.” Liz followed Mrs. McLaughlin to her feet, feeling like life was opening up before her. She put her hand across the desk. “Thank you so much.”
 
   “I look forward to seeing you some next week.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am. You surely will. You surely will.”
 
    
 
   Oh, why hadn’t she gotten his number or his address or something, some way to contact him? When Liz left the Literacy Center, she thought through every way she could come up with to let him know, but there was no answer to how to do that. Back at her apartment, she called her mom because she just had to tell someone.
 
   “Hi, Mom. It’s Liz.”
 
   “Lizzie. I’m sorry I didn’t get you called back last week. It’s been crazy around here. How is everything?”
 
   “Fine, Mom. Good.” Liz curled onto the couch.
 
   “Are you feeling better, Honey? You had your dad and I worried to tears.”
 
   “I’m better, Mom. Much better actually.”
 
   “Much better? Why? What’s going on?”
 
   “Well.” Liz let out a long breath. “I think I’m going to change my major.”
 
   “Your major?” Horror sounded in her mother’s voice. “Now? But you’re so close to graduating.”
 
   “No, not like that. It’s kind of still education, I think.”
 
   Her mother sighed. “I thought you liked education. You were going to get that degree and come back here…”
 
   “Now I never said I was coming back, Mom. It was just the least worst option if nothing else panned out. But listen, I’ve been learning about dyslexia, and it’s great. I mean, I went today to the Literacy Center today, and…”
 
   “Dyslexia? That flipping letters thing?”
 
   Liz laughed. “It’s way more than that. I’m even thinking about doing some tutoring there.”
 
   “At the dyslexia center?”
 
   “The Literacy Center. It’s on campus, so it’s really convenient, and they’ll work around my classes...”
 
   “What about the coffee shop?”
 
   Strangely as against the coffee shop as her parents had been when they first heard about it, her mother now sounded like it was Liz’s life-long dream to work there. “I don’t know yet. There are a lot of things to work out.” She put her head back on the couch, wishing her mom could sound even a little excited, just as a knock sounded on the door. Perplexed, she looked over at it. Two-thirty on a Saturday? Who would that be? 
 
   Standing, she headed for it.
 
   “Oh, Honey, I was going to tell you,” her mother said, shifting topics with no more effort than that, “we’re going to go to Uncle Joe’s for Thanksgiving. They invited us, and Daddy said yes without telling me.”
 
   At the door, Liz stood on tip-toe and peeked through the little hole. Her heart surged on the sight as on the other side he reached up and knocked again.
 
   “So we won’t be here. I didn’t know if you were planning to come anyway…”
 
   “What? Oh, yeah. I was thinking about it.” But her mind was on everything other than Thanksgiving and her parents’ house. Liz swung the door opened and managed a smile at him.
 
   He looked one second from saying something when he saw she was on the phone.
 
   “So, you don’t mind then?” her mother asked.
 
   Ducking back to the conversation, she fought to remember what they were talking about. “No, Mom. I don’t mind. That’s fine.” She turned back into the room and left him to close the door. “Have a safe trip.”
 
   “Okay, we will. I hate it that you’ll be there all by yourself though.”
 
   “Seriously, don’t worry about it.” Liz turned to find Jake taking his coat off and hanging it on the coat rack. Nice brown pull-over shirt over nice black jeans. Oh, she couldn’t watch this and carry on a logical conversation with her mother. Turning so she could focus on getting through the conversation, she put her hand to the back of her neck. “Listen, Mom. I’ve really got to go.”
 
   He was walking into the living room, right behind her, and her nerves scattered. The electricity of his presence made the air in the room vibrate.
 
   “I’ll call you next week to check on you.”
 
   “You don’t have to.”
 
   “Don’t be silly. I’m your mother. I worry.”
 
   “Okay, Mom. I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   In ten more words the conversation ended, and Liz clicked off the phone and put her head back. “My mother.”
 
   “That bad?” he asked with slight amusement haunting the edges of the question.
 
   “No. Not really. She’s a mom, worried about her little girl and all of that.” Then she came back to reality, back to the fact that he was now somehow standing in the middle of her living room. “What are you doing here anyway? I didn’t know you were coming.”
 
   “I didn’t either.” He put his hands out to the sides. “But I started walking and here I am. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “Mind? Of course, I don’t mind.” And it was the truth. As weird as that was, life felt so right with him around. Then excitement smashed into her. “Oh!  I didn’t tell you.”
 
   Incredulousness crossed his face as it became clear he was concerned for her sanity. “No. I just got here, remember? What have you not told me?”
 
   It was akin to jumping, and Liz was so excited about all of it, she just let herself do what she wanted without letting the rational side of her talk her out of it. She grabbed his hand, feeling how strong and right it felt in hers before dragging him to the couch where she plopped down.
 
   “Wow. Okay. This must be really exciting.” He followed her down, and with her hand still in his, she let out a breath to gather her courage to tell him.
 
   When she looked up, shy came over the excited. “I went today, to the Literacy Center, and it was amazing!” The exhilaration bubbled out of her, and she couldn’t stop it. “I watched one of the tutors with this guy, Charlie, and they were hooking sounds with letters, and he had just started, and then I talked with Mrs. McLaughlin, and she said I could maybe become a tutor in the Spring.”
 
   Jake’s eyes sparkled with laughter the longer and faster she talked. 
 
   “I know, I’m like blalalalalalala, but I’m just so excited. I mean, I can’t explain it really, but this is just cool.”
 
   He smirked at her. “I can see that.”
 
   “And I never even really knew anything about this, but Mrs. McLaughlin was saying that people with dyslexia like don’t decode words. They see written words like pictures.” She launched into trying to explain it all the way Mrs. McLaughlin had, but she wasn’t very good at it. “I don’t know. I just… I guess I see how big of a difference this could make in someone’s life, and I want that. I want to help them.”
 
   “I can tell.” He was at the point of laughing.
 
   “You think I’m funny.”
 
   “No.” And he grew serious with that one word. “I think it’s awesome that you love it so much.”
 
   Her excitement dimmed for a moment as a thought crossed her mind that had been traipsing around in her brain for most of the day. 
 
   “What?” he asked, tilting his head to see into her eyes.
 
   She glanced up but couldn’t hold his gaze. “I was just thinking… I mean, I don’t know what you’ve got going this afternoon, but I had thought I might run down to the library and see what books they have on dyslexia. But you don’t have to if…”
 
   “The library it is.” Jake pulled himself off the couch. “Let’s hit it.”
 
   “You don’t mind?”
 
   “I wanted to spend the day with you. Where we spend it doesn’t really matter that much, does it?”
 
   Liz wasn’t sure she should let him be so chivalrous, but she did want to go to the library, and he had shown up here unannounced. They walked to the coat rack where she retrieved her coat. She yanked her backpack up from the floor and anchored it at her shoulder. It wasn’t particularly heavy— just a notebook or two and some pens, but it would be enough if she found something to take notes about. At the door on the way out, Jake took her hand, and she kind of liked how normal that felt.
 
   It was strange. She had always thought that getting a boyfriend would involve a crowded room or a friend-of-a-friend or something. Somehow she had never seen this one coming.
 
   “So,” she said as they walked out into the crisp autumn air, “you’re not working today?”
 
   “Nope. Day off. Good for the soul.”
 
   “The soul, huh?”
 
   “Yep. Or something like it.” He glanced at her. “And you’re not slinging coffee.”
 
   “Day off,” she said back with a smile. “It’s good for the soul.”
 
   His gaze lingered on her face. “I can see that.”
 
   She felt the embarrassment rise in her, but she didn’t protest. Instead, she just swung her steps in time with his. This was nice. Just walking, being together. Other people mixed and mingled about them, but with her hand in his, it felt like they were the only two people on the planet.
 
   “You’re not writing today?” she asked, glancing up at him. His rugged good looks were right there for anyone to notice. Trouble was most of the time they were hidden so deeply below the hunch of his shoulders and the dark way he carried himself no one would ever know.
 
   “Nah. Taking the day off.”
 
   “Is that good for the soul?”
 
   He didn’t say anything.
 
   The earth shifted a little in her heart. “You know, I’m over here jumping off cliffs for all I’m worth. The least you could do is join me.”
 
   His gaze was at once sad and despondent. “That’s different.”
 
   “Different how?”
 
   “Different, different. You’re… moving… toward something. I’m just spinning my wheels.”
 
   “How do you know that? I mean that’s the way I felt with all those education classes, and then all of a sudden all that spinning brought me somewhere I really wanted to be.” 
 
   Again, he said nothing.
 
   Frustrated, Liz decided on a different tact. “So, what’s your story about anyway? This one, the one you’re working on?”  
 
                 
 
   It was six steps before Jake got anything out. How had he gotten here? He couldn’t really remember. And the walking with a girl holding hands thing was the least surreal part of the moment. “Well, it’s about this girl, this woman who is a private eye, and she’s on the trail of this Columbian drug cartel. She’s in the jungles of the Amazon, and all of this stuff keeps happening to her. First, this car like explodes right in front of her, and then the hotel where she is catches on fire.”
 
   “Wow. How’s that for a rough day?”
 
   “Tell me about it, right?” His spirit started to ease up on the death-grip it had on life. “Then when she’s out in the parking lot waiting for the fire to be put out, she sees this one guy that she knows has been following her because she saw him before she left New York.”
 
   “Wait. New York? I thought we were in the Amazon.”
 
   “Yeah, but the drug lord guy is in New York. She went to the Amazon to get the evidence she needs to bust him.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “So anyway, she’s in the parking lot, and she sees this guy. He takes off, so she goes chasing after him on this wild-goose-chase ride.”
 
   “Because he has the evidence.”
 
   “Well, she doesn’t really know how he fits in with it all. Is he working for the drug lord? Or is he tailing her because of the other case she just worked on?”
 
   “So this is the second book?”
 
   “Third. The first one, she was tracking a diamond thief across the African desert.”
 
   “Wow. She leads a really exciting life.” Liz went silent for a moment, and Jake hoped that meant they could move on to other topics. The death grip was coming back over his lungs. She was going to think he was nuts.
 
   “Okay, so, she’s chasing this drug dealer guy,” Liz asked, looking up at him in genuine interest.
 
   “Drug lord.”
 
   “Drug lord. But somebody else is following her?”
 
   “Well, in the second one, she threw this mafia dude in jail, so it could be one of his flunkies, too. Then again, it could be one of the drug lord’s minions too. Or it could be someone else entirely.”
 
   “Wait. You don’t know who it is that’s chasing her?”
 
   “I haven’t figured that out yet.”
 
   “But you’re writing the book.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I don’t quite have it all worked out yet.”
 
   At the steps to the library, they climbed together, and at the top, he opened the door for her without really thinking about any of it. She slid past him into the airy space, and he caught the whiff of her perfume as she passed. He had to exhale the feeling it dredged up back down. How had he gotten here again?
 
   When he turned to follow her into the library, he stopped wide-eyed. The floors soared high above them. Open balconies looked down on them as if asking what gave them the right to enter the hallowed space. Liz, however, hadn’t stopped until she had gone five steps forward without him.
 
   She turned back with concern. “What?”
 
   His gaze came down to hers as if he hadn’t realized he had quit moving. With barely a shake, he jerked himself out of the trance. “What? Nothing.” He nailed his gaze to hers, not letting it trail upwards. “No. I’m fine.”
 
   With a soft, skeptical look that traced across her beautiful face, she nodded. “Let’s go over to the computers. I think that doing a search would be our best bet.”
 
   “Okay.” He followed her, still in awe of the space. The lobby was a good four stories high, and it felt like it could contain the universe itself. Somehow she had retaken his hand. How that happened, he wasn’t quite sure, but it was right there, so he didn’t question it.
 
   Together they walked all the way to underneath the ceiling that was the floor above them, and the space shrank around them, not in a bad way, but it did just the same. Liz never really slowed down until they were across the expanse and at a long bank of computers. Without pretense she swung her small backpack to the table and sat down.
 
   “Grab a chair,” she said, and Jake complied, shaky but trying not to be.
 
   He was amazed how easily she seemed to push into the experience as if it didn’t phase her at all. Him, however, it had gotten to in a deep way. He glanced around at the building and the people and the computers and the shelving…  Forcing himself to stop taking it all in, he looked back to her. She had her notebook and pen out, and she was typing away on the library’s computer. Bending forward, she stopped and perused the screen. She wrote something down, typed something else in, and stopped to read that. Everything else fell away, and he was completely and totally willing to just sit there and watch her forever. He could hardly keep himself from being completely enthralled by the experience. She was beautiful, yes. That was true. But her fascinating was far more than skin deep. She was intense and focused. Two things he couldn’t remember ever being.
 
   She put the pen behind her ear and typed something else in. His gaze swung from her to the screen. The letters meshed and melded together in a tangle, and he shook his head, wishing he could decipher it all as easily as she seemed to. Frustrated with the deficiency that was him, he reanchored his gaze on her. A moment more. One more entry, and she scribbled something down and nodded. 
 
   “Got it. Okay. Let’s go.”
 
   He didn’t have time to ask where or what, but it hardly made a difference. Instead, he stood and followed her first deeper into the library and then to a set of stairs that were ensconced between rows and rows of shelves. Of course he’d been in the library at his high school, but it was a pathetic replica of this one. Even the smell was a new experience. At the next level, she banked to the left and then back right, going down the rows, searching for he didn’t know what or how. It was all a complicated mystery to him. 
 
   Nonetheless, he followed, wondering if she had any clue where she was going because he was totally lost. Five more rows down, she banked left again. Then two shelving columns over, she stopped. He watched her, trying to figure out how she had any idea where she was going. Putting his hand to his head, he scratched it as he watched her bend and then sit on her heel. She fingered the books lined there and then stopped on one and pulled it out.
 
   His eyes widened in all-out fear. The thing had to be about 500 pages long. It was huge.
 
   He had to press the panic down. “Find something?”
 
   “Maybe.” Putting her pen between her teeth, she sat down on the old, worn orange carpet. A moment and she scooted back against the books on the other side.
 
   Feeling really out-of-place, Jake stood for another second and then swung his frame down beside her. He glanced over at her, trying to decipher what was happening in her world. It was strange to be this close to someone and have absolutely no idea what their experience might be. “That what you’re looking for?”
 
   Slowly she nodded, her head barely even moving. 
 
   He sat another moment and then put his head back and studied the ceiling far above them. The arch of the bookshelf above him was interesting. The lines of books, broken and multi-colored like a rainbow that had exploded fanned out above him. He’d never quite looked at life from this vantage point. It was startling, intriguing, fascinating.
 
   Suddenly she pushed forward, laying that book between them as she went back to the shelf. His gaze slipped down to it. Overwhelming Dyslemia.  He took his gaze from it, hating himself for giving up, for being so stupid. What he wouldn’t have given to be someone smart, someone she would fall head-over-heels for, someone who was worth spending time with. He put his head back on the books behind him again. The view to the ceiling wasn’t nearly so fascinating now. It just looked like the rest of his life— weird, chaotic and broken. He stifled the sigh, out of concern that she might think it was about her. 
 
   He let his gaze find her again, and softness drifted through him. It would be so great to be her boyfriend, for real. To know how it would be for her to think he was worth having around.
 
   And then, before he realized she was moving, she stood and scooped up her belongings. “I want to read a little more on these before I check them out. Do you mind?”
 
   Jake stumbled to his feet, wishing he looked halfway smooth doing that. “No.” He brushed the dust off of his jeans. “I don’t mind.”
 
   Her smile brushed his heart. “Cool.”
 
    
 
   Liz took the two books out of the stacks and over to one of the tables that overlooked the lobby below. She’d always liked this library. It was far better than the one on campus. This one felt like it contained the whole of knowledge, more than any other she had ever been in. At the table she slung her backpack onto it and followed it with the notebook. She wasn’t planning to take a long time to assess her choices, but the light in the stacks was atrocious. With no more pretense, she sat down and flipped the first book open.
 
   Ducking, he took the chair next to hers and hunched his shoulders. She saw him glance around again, and how bored he must be struck her blindside. Guilt crowded over her. 
 
   She left the book to focus on him. “I’m sorry. We don’t have to stay. I could probably just check both of these out and read them at home.”
 
   “No.” His gaze snapped to her, and he smiled before he shrugged. “It’s cool. Really.” He nodded to her books. “Go ahead. Do what you need to. I’m in no hurry.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m fine.” He leaned back, looking casually cool in a way that skidded across her heart. Again he nodded at the books. “Seriously. I’m fine. Go ahead. Take your time.”
 
   Still not wholly convinced that she wasn’t imposing on his time and patience, Liz turned back to her books. She opened one and read a sentence she didn’t even really see. Guilt tromped back over her, and she turned back to him. “You could… get something to read or something if you want.”
 
   His gaze jerked from hers over to the shelves of books and then came back with a whack. “No. I’m cool. Really.” He glanced down at her books. “Just read. Seriously. Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”
 
   With a sigh of uncertainty, she went back to her reading. This time it was only a little better. At least she understood the paragraph she read. After a few moments, she felt him stand.
 
   “I’ll just be over here,” he said, pointing at the railing.
 
   “Oh. Okay.” Her gaze followed him all the way to the railing and to the sunlight streaming in the other direction. With a long sigh to calm her racing heart at how incredible he looked doing that simple thing, she reanchored her gaze on the book, pulled it to her, and hunched over it. Space by space she blocked out the rest of the world and let herself fall into the knowledge the book held. Somehow it was comforting to know he was there, watching out for her, waiting.
 
    
 
   The view over the balcony was breathtaking. Below, trees reached up to the sunlight reaching back to them through the towering glass. The whole place was gray but lined with white and sunlight. People. That was the other thing Jake noticed. So many people. And they all looked interesting and smart. They must be brilliant to be here, in this place. He couldn’t imagine all of the stories this place held. It was overwhelming. He could feel them all, and he breathed them in. The stories called to him, whispering what it would be like if he could grasp them, hold them, take them in like everyone else could. Fairy tales about what life would be like if ever after were possible and reality wasn’t real.
 
   He leaned on the railing, watching, listening, experiencing. And then, just like that Jasmine walked in down below. He knew it was her instantly. She was beautiful, captivating, cunning as she had always been in his head. She was here for research. What kind of case was she on now? With only that flash, his mind started spinning through the story. It was an espionage case. A rogue government had taken power and was crushing dissent, holding secrets on private citizens, being ruthless in dealing with enemies of the state, and Jasmine was somehow caught in the middle of all of it— fighting for her country and her life.
 
   Jake let go of reality then and let the story take him into it. Jasmine, cool and calm, climbed the stairs, up, past them, to the unseen floors above. She went to a man there and asked to see the Treasure of Vincent St. Patrick. It was a book, one she had learned about in Africa, though when she asked about it, others had insisted it was only a rumor that it even existed. In the book was a code, the code for a burgeoning society, a secret society that was racing to save the country from collapsing. She had to figure out the code and then get the information to those that could use it to bring the rogue government down. But could she find it, and would anyone believe her if she did?
 
   There was no telling, but she had to try. Everything about everything rested on her shoulders, on her ability to connect the pieces. If she couldn’t or if it took too long, she would never be able to stop them. And if she didn’t stop them, it meant horror for everyone. Down the rows Jake followed her without ever moving from his spot overlooking the balcony. He followed her all the way to the man who had said he knew just the place to find the book. Right to a shelf in the very back. There the man turned to her, and in the next second the gun flashed between them. Jake gasped and jerked back.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Liz said, yanking her hand off of his shoulder. “I just… I’m finished. I was wondering if you’re ready.”
 
   Jake straightened, putting his hand to his head, fighting to get reality somehow back in place over fantasy. “Oh. Yeah. Yeah. Sure. If you are.”
 
   “I think so. I decided to go ahead and get both of them.”
 
   “Oh. Good.” 
 
   As she turned, he ducked his head and shook it. Stupid. He knew it was stupid, but what he really wanted to do was to go up in the stacks, to the fourth floor to make sure Jasmine was all right. 
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   Jake was strangely quiet as they left the library. Liz wanted to ask, but she didn’t know how. He had seemed so distant during her search and then at the table. Not to even mention his strange reaction when it was time to leave. Somehow, he was there, but he wasn’t.
 
   Half a block down and not knowing how much longer they would have together, she tilted her head to look up at him. “So, does your heroine know she’s being followed?”
 
   His gaze snapped to hers in surprise. “What?”
 
   She smiled because she knew that had gotten his attention. She swung her gaze back to the sidewalk with a shrug. “I mean, the story would be totally different if she knows, right?”
 
   A step and another. Hands stuffed in pockets, his gaze had gone back out in front of them, and for a moment she thought he might not reply.
 
   Finally he exhaled. “Well, now I think I may have more trouble than that.”
 
   That intrigued her and puzzled her. “Oh? How so?”
 
   “I think I may know the next book.”
 
   The thought thudded into her. “The next book? I thought you were writing this one.”
 
   “So did I.”
 
   Okay. Now she was completely confused. “Mind explaining that?”
 
   Jake sighed, long and slow. “Well, I just saw her. In the library.”
 
   “O-kay…”
 
   “Not her, her. Exactly. I don’t know. It’s weird.”
 
   Well, Liz wasn’t going to disagree with that, but she wanted to hear just the same. “Explain the ‘you saw her’ part. She walked in? Her? Or someone who looked like her?”
 
   He squinted into the question. “It must’ve been someone who looked like her.”
 
   Yeah, because she’s not real!  But Liz kept that to herself.
 
   “But then my mind, it just kind of… took off.”
 
   She wanted to follow, but she really wasn’t. “And?”
 
   He glanced down at her, clearly trying to surmise how weird to be with her. “And then she went upstairs to get this book that has this secret code in it.”
 
   “A secret code?” Liz shook out of that, trying to keep her voice interested and not freaked out. “Did she find the book?”
 
   His shrug was barely there. “I don’t know. Some guy pulled a gun on her before I found out.”
 
   “A gun?” Liz let out a breath and laughed. “Wow. This chick doesn’t mess around.”
 
   A moment and Jake laughed with her. “She’s always getting into some kind of a jam, that’s for sure.”
 
   A step and then another. 
 
   Liz glanced up at him again, now more intrigued than frightened. “So, do you have these… visions… often?”
 
   “Sometimes.” His gaze found the concrete at their feet. “Okay. A lot.” Now he looked like he wanted to hide again; however, they were in the middle of a New York sidewalk, so hiding wasn’t exactly an option. He glanced down at her. “I used to use them to put myself to sleep. I’d find one, dream it up, whatever. Then I’d hit play, and watch it in my mind until I went to sleep.” His shrug pulled up the shoulders of his deep wool coat. “Now, I don’t know. They just… come. I try to get some of them written down. Not that they’re any good. I just wish I could keep ahold of them, you know? Make them into a movie I could watch over and over. Weird, huh?”
 
   But Liz shook her head. “No, not weird. Intriguing, maybe but not weird.”
 
   At her apartment building, they turned together and headed inside. It was warmer than the chilly November weather outside.
 
   Liz never even considered letting him go. “Okay, you get these visions, and they tell you stories.”
 
   He nodded, suddenly looking not wholly comfortable with the conversation.
 
   “Do they come like all together, like a whole story, or just bits and pieces?”
 
   “Bits and pieces mostly. I get some of this story and some of that one. That’s what makes writing so hard. Well, one of the things.” He leaned on the wall watching her unlock her apartment.
 
   “Oh, yeah? One of the things?” She got the door opened and pushed into the darkness beyond. At the coat rack, she shed her backpack and the coat, barely getting them onto the hooks. “What are the others?”
 
   He sighed, clearly hesitating with his coat; however, she turned, waiting for him to also come in from the cold. After only a second he complied. “Oh, a lot of things.”
 
   She put her arms over her stomach and waited for him to remove his coat. “Name one.”
 
   “Rules.” Shrugging out of the coat, he held it for a second as if he might in fact not stay, and then he reached up and hung it there.
 
   Rules? That didn’t tell her much. “What kind of rules? Grammar rules?”
 
   “Yeah, those too.” Looking like a pull toy with one missing wheel, he followed her to the couch, where they each took a side. “But this writing group I’m in has all these rules about everything.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “Backstory and point of view and not using was. I mean how do you write a whole story without using was?”
 
   Lifting her eyebrows, she shook her head. “I have no idea. What do they have against was?”
 
   He laughed. “I have no idea.” He drifted out of the laugh. “I just want to write my stories, you know? I want to tell the stories that come up in my head, but when I try, then I run into all of these reasons what I’m writing isn’t good enough.”
 
   “Good enough?”
 
   His shrug was sad. “For them. The editors. The world.”
 
   Liz considered her next words very carefully. She knew what they had done to him last time. “Well, would you consider letting a friend read it even if the world never gets to?”
 
   Jake’s gaze had fallen between them, and her heart fell with it. He looked just this side of crying. Gently she reached across the expanse of space to lay her hand on his.
 
   “Hey.” The syllable was soft. “I’m not saying you have to, just that…”  She sat back, letting the words wind between them. “I’d like to sometime… if you don’t mind.” Why she felt so drawn to him, so responsible for not hurting him, so protective, she couldn’t adequately explain. There was just something about him that was at once so mysterious and yet so vulnerable. He looked like a little kid, all alone on a playground when all the other kids had someone to play with. “You know, I really liked hearing about her. Jasmine, right? I mean that whole book with the secret code in it thing. That’s cool stuff. Do you think the book was really there, or had the guy with the gun taken it?”
 
    
 
   Somehow Jake hadn’t realized she would be at all interested in his made-up, fantasy world, and at the question, his gaze jerked up to hers to see if she was teasing him. She didn’t look like it. He thought through the dream or the vision or whatever it was. 
 
   Jake scratched the five o’clock shadow that never really left as he thought into the vision. “I don’t know. I really think he was waiting there for her.”
 
   “He knew she was coming?”
 
   “No. Not like he knew she was coming, but maybe he was part of the secret society too. Or he knew what the book was and what it could do if the right person came for it.”
 
   “Oh, so he was guarding the book?”
 
   “Yeah, or maybe he was just waiting for someone who came to ask about the book so he could kill them.”
 
   “Well, which is it?” Liz leaned forward, toward him, as if he held the secret to life. “How do we find out?”
 
   His eyebrows arched. “We?”
 
   “Well, yeah. You can’t just leave me hanging with a girl in a library and a guy with a gun pointed at her.”
 
   Jake dug into the vision. “Well, it wasn’t really pointed at her.”
 
   “Huh? I thought it was.”
 
   “So did I, but now that I think about it, he was holding it up— like someone who was there to protect her.”
 
   That threw new intrigue into her face. “Or to protect the book. Did he say anything? Anything that would tell us what his intentions were?”
 
   “‘Ms. Van Ongevalle, follow me.’ That’s what he said.”
 
   “Van…?” she stumbled on the name.
 
   “That’s Jasmine’s last name.”
 
   “Oh. Well, how did he know her last name?”
 
   He stopped, not at all sure. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Okay. But he wants her to follow him? Where?”
 
   “To the back. There’s a secret door behind a stack of books.”
 
   “Wait!” Liz jumped up and ran for the door where she grabbed her notebook and pen from her backpack and raced back. She bounced onto the couch. “We need to get this down, so when you get to the computer, it’s not gone.”
 
   Fear burst through him as he looked at her. What was he doing telling her all of this? This was nuts.
 
   “Seriously,” she said, her pen poised as her gaze found him. “Okay. He takes her to a secret room behind the shelves. And what’s back there? Knives? Guns? The society? What?”
 
   Feeling a little strange but much less so than he would ever have thought, he shut off the concern of what she would think of him and let the vision take over. “More books.”
 
   “More books.” She wrote that down. “What are they?”
 
   And then, for no reason he could really explain, he simply let go and started telling the story as it came to him. It really was like it was just playing out on a television in front of him. Details, scenes, what they said, Jasmine how she looked, and the book. It amazed even him at how easily it all flowed from his mind. He didn’t censor it, didn’t edit or question. He just let it come. It was like breathing for the first time ever. 
 
                 
 
   Hours later they were still sitting on the couch. The light from outside had long ago faded, and they had resorted to using the little lamp on the end table. Together, they had been immersed in a tangled web of secrecy and lies so deeply that neither had thought to so much as move since Liz had turned the light on. Jasmine was still alive although just how neither could say. She’d had quite a day. 
 
   Jake let a tired yawn take over his body, and he stretched far beyond the couch. Shaking out of the story, he came back to reality. It was much like waking from an actual dream.
 
   “Do they always come like that?” Liz asked as she sat, notebook still opened, looking at him.
 
   “No, not like that. Not most of the time.” He sat forward, glad for the stretch and for the company. He anchored his elbows on his knees and fought another yawn. How could he be so tired from just sitting there all day? Spinning his wrist, he was surprised at the time— nearly ten o’clock. “Oh, man!  I didn’t realize it was so late.” He stood, knowing he had far overstayed his welcome. “I’m sorry. I really should get going. You haven’t even eaten supper yet.” 
 
   She didn’t stand quite so quickly, and when she did, it was reluctantly, pulling on the bottom of her shirt and pitching the notebook to the couch where she had sat. “You know, you really don’t have to go.” Reaching up, she scratched the back of her head. “I mean, you’ve got to eat too. If you…”
 
   Pleasant surprise danced through Jake. Was she hinting what he hoped she was? They’d been together almost seven hours, and she still wasn’t ready to get rid of him? “I’d hate to take advantage.”
 
   Her shrug was courtesy of having her hands in her back pockets. “What advantage? I was just going to have a grilled cheese sandwich and some soup.”
 
   “Ooo. Wow. Grilled cheese and soup?” he asked, teasing. He put his hands together and rubbed them. “How could I pass that up?”
 
   She smiled at him hopefully. “You can’t?”
 
   “You sure you don’t mind?”
 
   “It’s grilled cheese. Are you sure you don’t?”
 
    
 
   Preparing supper together was more fun than preparing supper had a right to be. Liz couldn’t decide how this had all become so easy. He stood at the stove over the little skillet, flipping the bread, looking like he was making a masterpiece instead of grilled cheese. For her part, she emptied the soup into a pan, turned it on, and started setting the table.
 
   “I’m sorry you didn’t get anything read of your books,” he called from the kitchen as she stood over the table, wondering how soup and grilled cheese could feel so intimate and romantic. Maybe she should get the candles out. Then she laughed at her own insanity.
 
   “No, I had fun writing.” She went back into the kitchen and sucked in a fistful of air at the sight of him, standing there over her stove. “Are the other two books that intense?”
 
   “They try to be, but it’s a lot harder than it looks.” He flipped one piece of bread and barely caught it with the pan.
 
   “You look kind of dangerous there.” Laughing, she grabbed two glasses out of the cabinet. “Remember, we have to eat those things.”
 
   “What fun is cooking if you have to do it the boring way?”
 
   With a lift of her eyebrows, she gazed at him skeptically. “The boring way?”
 
   “Yeah, you know. Stir the beans. Check the bread. It’s a lot more fun if you put some style into it.”
 
   Strangely, she would never have pictured him cooking with style when he was ensconced in his little corner at the coffee shop. There, he had looked sullen and sour on life. Here, he looked as alive as an electric wire. “Do you always put some style into it? Even when you’re alone?”
 
   His gaze came over to hers, and there was a touch of sadness there. “Yeah, but it’s not nearly as much fun.”
 
   With a nod, she went back out to the dining room. She knew exactly what he meant. When she came back to the kitchen, he was putting the finishing touches on the cheese sandwiches. Man, she liked that sight. She could stand there and watch him forever. “So, what’s next for Jasmine? Is she going to make it to the FBI with what she knows?”
 
   “Well, that depends. Is this in the first 100 pages or the last?”
 
   “I don’t know. I thought you knew.”
 
   “I never know. I just kind of grab on and hold on, praying she doesn’t sling me off of the train.”
 
   Liz laughed. “It’s so weird.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I’ve always thought about writing a book, but in my imagination it was never quite like that.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “It’s like… I always thought you would sit down and plot the whole thing all the way through to make sure things fit together before you started.”
 
   “Some people do.”
 
   “Why don’t you?” She really wanted to know. The whole thing had her fascinated beyond reason.
 
   He shrugged as he placed the two perfectly made cheese sandwiches on a plate and cut them into diagonal halves. “Not my style. I like not knowing.”
 
   “Yeah, but doesn’t that drive you nuts? I mean there have to be times when you don’t even know what happens next.”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   She grabbed the soup pan and a ladle and followed him into the dining room. 
 
   “And sometimes I get to a place, and it’s like, ‘Great. Now what?’ But I think if I tried to write the other way— the plotting thing, I’d get bored silly, and what’s the point of writing if you can’t have some fun with it?”
 
   Liz sat, enthralled with the passion he spoke about writing. She’d never felt that way about anything— save possibly for the Literacy Center, and even that, she wasn’t yet sure about.
 
   When they were seated, he didn’t reach for anything. Instead, his gaze slid over to her. “Do you want to pray?”
 
   That he remembered slammed into her. “Sure.” Bending her head, she felt him do the same. It made all the words jam up into her throat. “Dear God, thank You for today. Please bless this food. Thank You for leading us as You have today. Please bless us and guide us from this moment forward. Amen.”
 
   “Amen,” he said, and it sounded like a stamp on the prayer. A moment and he looked up at her. “So, how’s school going? Did you pass that test?”
 
   And just like that, they spent another hour talking and enjoying each other’s company.
 
    
 
   By eleven-thirty, Jake knew he had to leave though to be honest, he really didn’t want to. This had been the most magical day of his entire life. As she followed him to the door, walking him out, he fought with his nerves and his mind. It kept sliding around the edges of things he knew he shouldn’t be thinking about. At the door, he grabbed up his coat and slid it on. “Well, thanks. I had a really good time today.”
 
   “Yeah.” She sounded a little breathless as if the short walk had squeezed all of the air out of her.
 
   Coat on, he turned to her, his back to the door. How could he say good-bye? Better yet, how should he? Was a kiss out of the question? But if he started, could he stop?
 
   “Oh!” Suddenly, she gasped and spun back for the room.
 
   That shocked the thoughts right out of his head. His gaze followed her as his mind questioned where she was going. At the couch, she pulled up the notebook and headed back to him. Man, he liked everything about watching her do that. 
 
   “You’re going to need this.” She held the notebook out to him.
 
   However, he just stared at it. “I can’t take your notebook. You need it.”
 
   “It’s my extra one. Seriously. Take it.” She pushed it closer to him, and although he knew somehow he should explain it to her, he couldn’t risk upsetting her. Not after today. Not after sitting with her and letting her into his weird world.
 
   Carefully he accepted it and nodded. “Thanks.”
 
   “No. Thank you.” Her gaze was on the notebook rather than on him. A moment and it slipped up to his. “That was the coolest thing I’ve ever done.”
 
   He couldn’t stop the smile. “Me, too.”
 
   The notebook now transferred, she slipped her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. “Um, so what are you doing tomorrow?”
 
   Surprise came again. “Tomorrow?”
 
   “Yeah. I just thought… you know, if you weren’t doing anything…”
 
   Pure astonishment smashed into him. Was she serious?
 
   “I mean if you don’t want to…”  She looked like she might honestly think that was possible.
 
   He stepped only one step closer to her. “Tell you what. You come up with something, and we’ll do it.”
 
   Her eyes went wide. “Anything?”
 
   His smile widened, filling his heart. “Anything. Your choice.”
 
   When she nodded, it started small and then grew more solid. “Okay. What about say like ten or something?”
 
   “Ten it is. I’ll be here.”
 
   “Cool.” And strangely, she looked like she really meant it.
 
   “Thanks for today.” Jake bent only halfway to brush a kiss on her cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   She nodded, looking better than his heart could take. With a swallow to crush everything rising in him down, he spun, grabbed the doorknob, and fled. If he stayed even one more second, he was done for.
 
    
 
   The second Jake left, Liz raced to her room. Logistics— bus schedules, opening times, hours of operation. They were all integral to her plan. Sitting at her computer, she wondered if she had ever been so excited about anything in her life. Her tenth birthday, maybe, but beyond that, she couldn’t think of a time. She rubbed her hands together, trying to contain the excitement bubbling through her, but it was not to be squelched. He was going to be so surprised.
 
    
 
   “Seriously. You’re not going to tell me?” Jake asked as they went out into the chilly weather the next morning. 
 
   November had turned decidedly cooler in the past day or so. He hated that. Winter was coming, and with it, the holidays. The holidays. Lonely never meant as much as it did this time of year. Sleek. Gray. Cold. It was a metaphor for his life, and he fought not to laugh at that miserable assessment. Then his gaze slid over to her, and a soft, warm glimmer of hope flickered through the depressing thoughts. For this one moment, he wasn’t alone, and that was far more than he could ever have believed possible.
 
   “Nope. I’m not telling you anything.” She pulled the cable-knit, pale blue sweater closer around her to block out the cool wind that spun down the street. “Then it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it?” 
 
     He walked next to her, his hands stuffed in his coat pockets. He wanted to hold her hand again, but for some reason it always took him more than a little while to get his courage up around her. She was always so beautiful, and she was even more so today. 
 
   “Just a hint?” he asked, feeling the magnet of her on him. “One hint. Please?”
 
   “You don’t give up, do you? Trust me. You’re going to love it.” 
 
   Walking next to her, Jake couldn’t argue. He already loved it— the being with her part. Everything else was gravy. Her hair was up in some fan-looking thing on the back of her head. It made her look casual and glamorous at the same time, and he wasn’t at all sure how she did that. Even more, he couldn’t believe someone who looked like her would want to spend more than five minutes with him. It was something not to even be imagined or hoped for.
 
   “Did you write last night?” she asked as they walked.
 
   Surprise slammed into him as his gaze traced over to her. “Uh, no. I… didn’t really have time.” No way was he going to tell her that he had taken the notebook and slid it up on the closet shelf with the laptop. How could he explain that he couldn’t really even read the notes she had made for him? That would crush her. No. It was better if he simply skirted the issue until she lost interest, which she would eventually. Of that, he had no doubt.
 
   “Yeah, I guess it was probably pretty late when you got home, huh?” Suddenly she banked and swung their steps to the curb where she stopped.
 
   The bus stop. 
 
   Concern and confusion drove into him. “Why are we stopping?”
 
   She looked up at the sign. Her gaze was mysterious and filled with mirth. “You’ll see.”
 
    
 
   He kept asking. For some reason she had thought he would quit, but he didn’t. All the way downtown, he asked, and then asked again. She knew he would be curious, but she had no idea he would be this curious.
 
   “You’re seriously not going to tell me?”
 
   “You know, you are not a very patient man.” Reaching over to his hand which rested on his leg, she pulled his hand into hers. “Relax, and enjoy the ride for a change.”
 
   He seemed surprised for one second, and then he relaxed into it. “I am patient. I just want to know where we’re going.”
 
   She shook her head. “You said I get to choose, so I chose.” And then, just wanting to be closer to him, she pulled his arm right next to her. “Trust me.”
 
   “Hm.” The sigh was soft and contented as she leaned into him, laying her head on his shoulder. He glanced down at her. “Remind me not to let you chose again.”
 
   She angled her gaze up to him. “You complaining?”
 
   He smiled. “No.”
 
   “I didn’t think so.” Liz snuggled into him, really liking what it felt like to be with him, next to him. His world intrigued her. He intrigued her.
 
   He was so quiet yet incredibly intelligent. As they had worked on his story the day before, she had gotten glimpse after glimpse into just how intelligent. Historical references were like water off his tongue, and he knew them all— going back to the French Revolution. Louis the Fourteenth had never been so interesting. He was going to love today. She was sure of it.
 
    
 
   “This is our stop,” Liz said, sitting straight up next to him and getting ready to disembark.
 
   “This?” That confused Jake further as he looked up. He’d never been to this side of the city even though he had lived here his whole life. 
 
   “Come on. You’re going to love it.” Once again she took his hand, and he couldn’t adequately explain how incredible that felt. 
 
   The bus swayed to a stop, and together they exited. He thought to ask ‘what now,’ but she didn’t give him the chance. It was like she had a gyroscope set on their destination, and she needed no real help from him. That was all right. He kind of liked her leading, kind of liked watching her in take-charge mode. It made him feel safe and less intimidated by the world around him.
 
   Suddenly she banked to the right, crossing right across his path, and he very nearly ran into her. 
 
   With a satisfied excitement dancing in her eyes, she glanced up at him. “Here we are.”
 
   Fighting to regain his balance, his gaze slid up to the light gray building in front of them, all the way up to the lettering which swam before his eyes high above. Fear hitched in his soul. The center of his brain ached with the knowledge that he should never have quit school. What did that even say? There were too many letters to catch any one of them. Fear gripped him. She was going to think he was a complete idiot.
 
   However, she seemed not to even notice his hesitation as she shrugged. “I know. It’s kind of sixth grade, but I’ve always wanted to come down here and see the exhibits.” Her gaze came up to his, holding only hope and joy. “I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   Jake managed a smile down at her. “So why are we standing out here? Aren’t we going in?”
 
   That was all it took for a bright smile to break through the trepidation in her eyes. She led him forward to the turnstiles which lined the sidewalk. Beyond that, she paid— for both of them. That didn’t seem or feel quite right, but Jake hadn’t realized there would be money involved, and he was already peering beyond her into the lobby that soared to heights he had never imagined possible. The arches and architecture were unfathomable. Beautiful. Intricate and ancient.
 
   “Come on. They have a real dinosaur in here somewhere.” She grabbed his hand, and his fingers entwined with hers because he was afraid he would get lost if he didn’t hold on. With no more discussion than that, she strode into the space as if she really did know right where they were going. His gaze held on the intricate arches high above them even as she dragged him forward.
 
   “Would you like a map of the museum, ma’am?” an elderly man offered, holding the tri-fold paper out to her, and Jake’s gaze crashed down to him. 
 
   She took the paper from the man with her free hand. “Yes. Thank you.”
 
   “Ma’am.” He bent his head and smiled.
 
   The museum. Ah. Finally Jake could breathe. No wonder. His soul opened as he gazed around them again— at the soaring ceiling several floors above them. It was a lot like the library, only it was a soft putty color rather than the stark gray and white. Standing next to him, Liz studied the brochure carefully. Jake let his head tilt to the side to look at it over her shoulder, but he didn’t even try to read it. There was no point in that. Instead, he put his hands on his hips and shadowed her, liking how good it felt to have an excuse to be so close to her, or at least no reason to move away.
 
   “How about we start with the 1800’s Village?” she asked without really looking at him as she turned the map this way and that. “I think it’s that way.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   With that, she folded the map and slid her hand back into his. When she looked up at him, sparkles emanated from her eyes. He loved that look. His smile had as much to do with the look and the feeling as anything. 
 
   “You lead,” he said, and the words sounded husky in his ears. It wasn’t his fault. She had that effect on him, and he suspected at that moment she always would.
 
    
 
   “Oh, wow!”
 
   Even Jake stopped short when they entered the inner sanctum of the museum. Towering above them was the exhibit extraordinaire— a life-size Tyrannosaurus Rex. Wow didn’t begin to describe it.
 
   “It’s huge.” Liz walked forward without looking at anything other than the massive skeleton. “I had no idea.” She went right to the little, shiny black exhibit explanation as Jake had learned she always did. Once there, it was like she absorbed rather than just read. 
 
   He had learned to step behind her, shadow her, and pretend to read over her shoulder. She never even questioned it. After only moments, she exhaled.
 
   “Fossils have been found in a variety of rock formations dating to the upper Cretaceous Period, 67 to 65.5 million years ago,” she read softly, and he picked up on just enough of it to know a few things to add to the conversation if she referenced it later.
 
   The only thing he wished was that he could simply concentrate on her, on being with her, but making sure she didn’t suspect or catch on was too important. 
 
   “Wow,” she said again, stepping back to look up at the thing, but somehow neither of them had realized just how close they were to it. “Ah!” Her gasp sounded as she spun into his arms and away from the menacing teeth that were barely a few feet away. “Oh, my gosh. That thing scared me to death.”
 
   Jake laughed, not minding at all. In fact, tucked next to him was exactly where it felt she had been made to be. He had heard that old, sappy saying about someone completing you. Until that very moment, he had never understood it. Now he did with utter perfection. “Don’t worry,” he whispered, pulling her even closer. “It won’t get you.”
 
   Her gaze came up to his although she never moved from his embrace. “You sure?”
 
   Captured in her eyes, his heart slid away from him. “I won’t let it.”
 
   A moment, a smile, and she snuggled deeper into his embrace. “Good.”
 
   He wrapped himself all the way around her, closed his eyes, and sighed the feeling into his soul. Nothing had ever felt so good, so right, so perfect. As they stepped away from the exhibit together, he looked up at the TRex and said a silent thank you. Somehow the TRex seemed to be smiling at them, and Jake wondered if he had worked his magic on just them or if there had been other couples who had stood here as they had— apart when they came, but together when they left.
 
                 
 
   All the way through the museum, amazed by one bit of history after another, they went. Liz couldn’t remember ever having so much fun in her life. Sure, it had taken him a little while more than she had expected to embrace the experience, but once he had, everything had gotten easier, natural in fact, as if they had been doing this kind of thing together their whole lives.
 
   “Oh, this is it.” She led him into a large room and over to a huge case that spanned the whole of one wall. “This was on the website. Oh, wow.” Carefully she leaned toward the case which was Plexiglas and filled with miniature figurines— thousands and thousands of them. Houses, people, and in the middle, the Palace of Versailles. It was breathtaking.
 
   “What— what is it?” he asked from right behind her, and she looked back at him in incomprehension. Her gaze traced up to the large lettering up on the wall. The French Revolution.  However, she simply leaned back in. 
 
   “Versailles,” she said, taken with the intricate detail of the display. “See, down there is the guillotine. Up there is the Palace.”
 
    
 
   “Versailles.” Jake let out a soft, slow breath as life opened up in front of him. He’d seen countless History Channel documentaries on the time period. It had captured his imagination ever since he was very young though he’d never known just why. Something about the desperation of a king, hell-bent on keeping his power and his wife hell-bent on enjoying everything as the kingdom crashed around them brought him back to the story repeatedly. So many people had lost their lives— cogs that were discarded as no more than obstacles to a power-hungry monarch. And yet, in the end, it was the people who had won, the people who overtook the rule of an unjust, selfish king. Good finally winning out in the face of utter greed and pure evil. 
 
   “Did you see this?” Liz asked, leaning in to see one of the streets. 
 
   Jake shadowed her movement, coming so close to her that he had to put his hand on her back to judge the distance between them as he leaned forward to see. “What?” It was the best space in life he had ever before inhabited. He glanced at her, captivated by her enthusiasm and passion. 
 
   “Look at them fighting. You can actually see the anger on that guard’s face.” She pointed into the case. “Look. He’s dragging a prisoner to the guillotine. Man, that would be a long walk.”
 
   “They were protecting the king,” Jake said, pulled from her into the little scene in front of him. “Trying to stop the riots.” The amazing thing was, there were thousands and thousands of such tiny little scenes throughout the menagerie. A million stories just waiting to be told. “Do you think they believed it would ever end?”
 
   “The Revolution?” she asked, looking back and up at him.
 
   He nodded, taken with the details of each tiny figurine. “I’ve wondered about that, you know? Like the people in the World Wars. I mean, we know how they all worked out now, but in the middle of it, did they? Could they see how it would ever be okay again? I mean, how do you keep moving when evil seems to so have the upper hand? People lost their lives. Real people. Fathers, brothers. Mothers and sisters even. They’d come get you in the middle of the night, and that was just… it. No trial. Just ‘you’re guilty. Off with your head.’ How does a society go on like that? How do people not go insane? How do you keep living in the face of that kind of fear and grief?”
 
                 
 
   Liz had never considered the question and certainly not to the depths he obviously had. That scrambled together with the fact that his warm hand was heating through the base of her spine twisting and twining her thoughts and feelings until she couldn’t be sure which way was even up. 
 
   “A million stories,” he whispered next to her, his gaze settling on each little figure spread out in front of them. He sounded transported back to that time, like he wasn’t even still standing here with her anymore. “A million of them right there, waiting to be told.”
 
   “Maybe the book is somewhere in one of those houses,” she whispered not to herself but to him as she leaned closer to him. It was why she had brought him, and as they stood so close together they were practically in the same space, she wanted him to know how close she felt to him, how close his soul was to hers. Like what was in his made a difference to hers.              
 
   His gaze swung to her with confused concern. “The book? What book?”
 
   “The Treasure of Vincent St. Patrick.  It was written during the French Revolution, right?”
 
    
 
   Shock split through Jake as his gaze snapped from her to the little scenes and back again. “R-right. But…”
 
   She smiled, shrugged, and went back to the scenes. “I thought so.” Leaning even farther forward, she pointed to a set of figurines. “Maybe it’s in that house or that one over there.”
 
   Jake followed her gaze down, his honing to the first house she indicated. The rest of life dropped away from him as unreality took over.
 
   “Maybe Vincent St. Patrick is in there right now as the guards take the prisoners down the street. Maybe he’s in there writing,” she said, in barely a whisper. “What part do you think he’s writing right now?”
 
   The book wasn’t even real. It wasn’t anywhere other than in his head, and yet…
 
   “Look at that woman,” Liz said, pointing one out, and it was like they had ceased to be outside the little world but had rather entered into it. “Look, she’s screaming, and the kids there with her are crying. Maybe that’s their father, her husband, they are taking away.”
 
   “They’re watching him being led away to his death.”
 
   She exhaled. “I can’t even imagine.”
 
   And yet, Jake could. It was like he was right there, with the woman. “He’s in this house.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   He pointed to another just across and down the street from the horrific scene. “He can hear the woman’s screams. He knows her. Not close, but they’ve been neighbors for many years. The man was his friend.”
 
   “What did he do? Why is he being taken?”
 
   “Because he’s a dissident. He spoke out against the king. That’s what Vincent is writing— that the man’s only crime is speaking out against the rulers, and he knows if anyone ever finds this page, he too, will be put to death.”
 
   “Is he alone in the world, or is his family there with him?”
 
   Jake thought into the scene. “There is a family, but it’s not his. Still, he knows they too will be in danger if his writings ever come to light.”
 
   “But how… how does this tie with Jasmine and our government? How could his book bring down what’s happening?”
 
   “It exposes them. It explains what they are doing and where that leads.”
 
   “To the guillotine?”
 
   “To chaos.”
 
   “Can she stop them?”
 
   “She has to.” He shrugged with barely a movement. “She has to.” 
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   Long after they left the museum and Liz was in bed, she relived what it was to stand there by him as he worked through his story. It felt like so much more than a story to her. It felt real, like he was simply relating the events from a parallel universe in exquisite, elaborate detail. As she rolled over and closed her eyes, she said a prayer for him and one for Jasmine that she would find the key to stop evil from winning once again.
 
   Liz only wished that she had that much courage— the courage to stand up to evil and not let it win. But she wasn’t that brave. No, she was the kind that buckled the minute things got a little tough. Her thoughts slid to a time not so long before that she had done just that, and regret filled her as it always did when those thoughts came. 
 
   She flipped over and stared at the ceiling, bringing the blankets up under her arms. Guilt slid around her, and she brushed at the tears that had never, in three whole years, found a bottom. Why had she not done what she knew to be right back then? Why had she caved? Had it really made things any better? It didn’t feel like it then, and it sure didn’t now.
 
   When she rolled to her side, the battle for her thoughts reached fever pitch as the tears rolled over each other and down her cheeks. She sniffed them back, but more simply replaced them. “I’m sorry, God. I’m so sorry. God, I’m so sorry.” But how many I’m sorries would ever make what she had done all right? A million? Or more?
 
   Or maybe she would say I’m sorry into infinity, and it wouldn’t make an ounce of difference. Her thoughts turned darker then, dragging her spirit down with them. What would he think of her if he knew? What would he say? Her heart jerked hard at that. She could see the look of disappointment and disgust on his face as if he was standing right there in front of her. Swiping at the tears, she thought into the future and then about their present.
 
   Should she tell him now? Could she ever tell him? Might she just pretend it had never happened? But if they stayed together, he would find out eventually. If they stayed together... Right now that was a big if, but... She would have to tell him. Who else would? Not many knew, but a few did. Would they say anything? Surely not, but then again, one slip would shatter everything. Trust me. Her heart ached at the words she had spoken so blithely to him. Trust me even as I lie right to your face. Trust me until I tell you who I really am. And then what?
 
   She wanted to believe it would all work out if she owned up to her selfishness, but would it? There was no real way to know, no real way to see that point in the future and know he wouldn’t just trash her and them if he ever found out. More tears of pain slid down out of her eyes, soaking into her pillow. “God, what have I done?”
 
    
 
   Monday night Jake all-but ran home, showered, changed, threw on some cologne, and was back out the door. All he wanted was to be with her, to feel her presence near him again and to know that once again the world made some sense. At one of the sidewalk venders, he stopped and bought a small batch of flowers. He wanted to give her the world like she had given him, but flowers would have to be enough for now.
 
    
 
   Liz was still twisting on the thoughts of the night before as she concentrated on getting the orders right and delivered without spilling anything or making a disaster of work as well.
 
   “Oh, boy, don’t look now, but Prince Charming just showed up,” Mia said, in barely disguised disgust when the bells jingled at just after seven.
 
   It should have jumped with the sight, but Liz’s heart fell. He looked so very vulnerable and unsure, standing there with the brightly colored flowers in his hand.
 
   “Oh, and look. He brought flowers.”
 
   “Shh,” Liz warned her friend. She wished she could freshen up, but there was no time. Striding over to him, she smiled all of the uncertainty in her heart down. “Hi.”
 
   “Hi,” he replied, and his gaze fell to the flowers. “Um, these… these are for you.”
 
   Wishing he hadn’t but grateful that he did, she took the flowers. “Thank you.” Putting her nose right in the middle of them, she breathed in their heavenly scent. “They’re beautiful.”
 
   His smile said he was glad she liked them.
 
   “Um, are you staying? Would you like a table?” What to do past that scattered from her.
 
   “If you don’t mind.”
 
   “No,” she said, and she found when she gazed into his eyes, it was the genuine, all-the-way-to-the-bottom-of-his-soul truth she found. “I don’t mind.”
 
    
 
   An hour later, Jake was in the far corner, and it was more than clear that Mia was not happy about that.
 
   “You should go make sure Prince Charming doesn’t need a refill.”
 
   Liz turned to her friend, her back to him. “What is with you tonight? What do you have against him anyway? You’ve been hateful ever since he got here.”
 
   “Well, excuse me for being concerned.” Mia stepped up toe-to-toe with her. “I just think you’d better take a good, long look before you leap with this one. You don’t have the best track record with handsome, mysterious guys, you know.”
 
   The blow hit like a punch to the gut, and it took a moment for her to recover. “It’s not like that with Jake, Mia.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? Then how is it?”
 
   How to answer that was a mystery, and she couldn’t find the words for one second too long. 
 
   “Yeah. That’s what I thought,” Mia said, getting exactly the wrong idea.
 
   “Look, for your information, we’re not sleeping together if that’s what you think,” Liz said in her own defense and his as well. “Jake’s not like that.”
 
   “Yeah.” Mia laughed under her breath as she turned to wipe the counter.
 
   “What? He’s not.” Then Liz caught what her friend wasn’t saying. “Are you saying I am? Gee, thanks, Mi. What a great thing for a friend to say.”
 
   “Hey. I didn’t say anything. I just don’t want to see you hurt… like last time that’s all.”
 
   Last time. The words twisted in Liz’s gut. “You think I don’t know how bad that was? I was the one that lived through it, remember? You think I didn’t learn my lesson?” Tears slid up into her eyes once again. 
 
   “Look, darlin’,” Mia said far more kindly. “I know you learned, but that don’t mean he’s on the same page with it. Liz-honey, you’re young. You still have stars in your eyes about life, but guys… guys just take advantage of that. I want you to play this one smart, that’s all.”
 
   “I’m trying to. We’re taking it really slow. I mean really slow. He’s only kissed me like twice, and besides that, I thought you wanted me to be with him.”
 
   “Hello. That’s when he was a bird in the tree, not one in your hand.”
 
   “Oh? So it’s okay to talk about getting it on with some guy as long as, you know, that’s in fantasyland, but when a guy really starts to like me and take an interest in me, then it’s ‘Oh, be careful. All guys are only after one thing.’”
 
   Mia deflated. “Look, I’m sorry, Lizzie-girl. I only want what’s best for you. When you were looking, I thought finding Mr. Right would be that, but now…  I don’t know. I guess I see that this thing with Jake…  it might be more than just wow, isn’t he cute? I mean, you guys could get married and move to Jersey and set up house.”
 
   Only then did Liz see why Mia was freaking out. She reached over and put her arm around her friend. “I promise, I’ll write every Christmas and twice on your birthday.”
 
   Mia laughed as Liz pulled her into a hug. “You better.” She sniffed. Something Liz would never have thought possible. When they pulled away, Mia’s gaze stayed on the tiles at their feet. “And about what I said before…”
 
   Liz knew. “Consider it forgotten. But believe me, we really are taking it slow. At this point we’re more like really, really good friends than anything else.”
 
   With a nod, Mia backed up. “Okay. I don’t need the gory details.”
 
   “They are hardly gory. We went to the library and the museum.”
 
   “Ooo. Making time in the stacks, who would have guessed?”
 
   Liz threw a rag at her friend. “Ugh. You’re hopeless.”
 
    
 
   “Trouble in paradise?” Jake asked when she made it to his table for her break. He had seen the conflagration at the counter, and even though he couldn’t hear any of it, it was clear tempers had flared.
 
   Liz sat down, looking incredibly tired. “Oh, it’s just Mia’s version of looking out for me.”
 
   “She doesn’t like me much, huh?”
 
   “I think it’s guys in general she doesn’t like much.”
 
   “I thought she was married.”
 
   “She is, but it’s not her she’s worried about.”
 
   “Ah.” He considered saying more but decided to drop it. Pulling forward on the table, he searched for a new topic. “Did you make it to the Literacy Center today?”
 
   A shake of her head and a sigh, and Liz closed her eyes. “No. I may try to get over there tomorrow.”
 
   He knew something was wrong, but he couldn’t tell just what. “So, what are you doing for Thanksgiving? Going home for the whole turkey-’til-you-drop experience?”
 
   Slowly she shook her head again. “No, my parents are going out of town. No reason to go if they won’t be there.”
 
   Then he began to understand. “So, are you going to a friend’s house or something? A relative or Mia’s?”
 
   Again she shook her head. “No. It’ll just be me. Five whole days of just me. Yippee.”
 
   “Oh.” Somehow he had thought she would be surrounded by a million relatives sitting around a piano singing. That she would be alone for Thanksgiving had never occurred to him. An idea slid into his heart. “Well, then how are you at cooking turkey?”
 
   For the first time since she’d sat down, her gaze came over to his. He couldn’t read exactly what it said but surprise was part of it. “A turkey?”
 
   “Well, I’ve never actually made turkey before, but how much harder can it be than cheese sandwiches, right?”
 
   Strangled hope surfaced in her eyes. “Are you serious?”
 
   His smile battled to get to his lips. “If you don’t mind.”
 
   She smiled softly. “No, I don’t mind at all.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, I’m thinking somebody needs to get this turkey,” Jake said Tuesday night during her break. “Do you want me to?”
 
   “Do you really think we can eat a whole turkey? Just the two of us?”
 
   He corkscrewed his mouth. “It’s not Thanksgiving without turkey.” Strangely that was still true although he had eaten tuna sandwiches for the last four.
 
   “You’re serious about this.”
 
   “Yes. Now what time do you get out tomorrow? I was thinking maybe I could get off a little early. I’ve worked extra shifts for everybody and their dog for four years now. Somebody somewhere owes me a couple hours. So I was thinking, maybe I could come by when you get out of class, and we could go shopping. Of course, I know you’ll have to be back for work.”
 
   Liz shifted slightly in the chair. “Actually, I took off Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday before I knew Mom and Dad weren’t going to be around.”
 
   Surprise jumped into him. “So you have the whole weekend off?”
 
   She slid her hand up her arm. “Looks like it.”
 
   A smile drifted over him. “Cool.”
 
    
 
   Nothing looked right. Absolutely nothing in her closet. What does one wear to go Thanksgiving turkey shopping anyway? Her ripped jeans fit the best, but were they too casual or worse, too suggestive? The black pants looked like she was headed to church, which was also a problem she was trying to negotiate in this new existence she found herself living in. She’d always gone for Thanksgiving. At least the night before Thanksgiving if not that day. 
 
   But with him coming tonight and tomorrow, where did church fit into that? The day of their visit to the museum she had gotten up and made it early that morning, and that was a possibility as well, but what time was he planning to be at her place? How long did it take to cook a turkey? Would he leave after they ate? Or would he stay? And if he stayed, what in the world were they planning to do for the eternity of hours after that? 
 
   Granted, filling time with him had never been a problem in the past, but those were impromptu visits at best, not planned ones. Liz suddenly felt responsible for entertaining him, and that was as big of a problem as everything else. The knock sounded at the front door before she made a final decision on the clothing question. Frustration and panic clutched her, and she let out a yelp and then a growl. “Ugh. I’m so bad at this. You know that, right?”
 
   She yanked a brown knit sweater up from the pile she had been creating on the floor and pulled it on as another knock sounded. “Coming!”  On the way out the door, she managed to get a little perfume and her faded jeans on and run the brush through her hair for three quick swipes, but that was going to have to be good enough. There was no time for more.
 
   At the front door, she let out a hard breath and wrenched it open with the biggest fake smile ever. However, in one second, frantic and fake slipped away from her. 
 
   There he stood, leaning against her doorframe, looking at her with a wry smirk that made her heart slide through her shoes. “I was beginning to think you were going to stand me up.”
 
   “Now, would I do that? I was trying to get presentable.” She slid her fingers through her hair, wishing she’d taken more care with it. “Is that a problem?”
 
   His gaze slid down her and then back up to her eyes. “Not in my books.”
 
   Nerves attacked her. He really didn’t have to look so good, did he? It did strange things to her heart and her ability to think straight, and trying to pretend it didn’t was going to give her an aneurysm.
 
   “You ready?” he asked, never really moving from the spot.
 
   “Oh, y-yeah. Let me grab my coat and my purse.”
 
    
 
   Jake waited right there for her, really liking the visual. How she could look that perfect in simple jeans and the oversized sweater was beyond him. When she caught him watching her, he let his gaze drop before it found her again. It wasn’t his fault. It was the only place it wanted to be. 
 
   Coming back to the door, she sighed. “Ready?”
 
   “As I’ll ever be.”
 
   They walked out and down the sidewalk. The closest grocery was down to the corner and then six long blocks away. What they were going to do with the groceries once they bought them was a mystery to him, but he didn’t have the brain cells to worry about that too, so he didn’t. “So I guess classes are about out for the semester?”
 
   Liz nodded, the little knit hat she had added last bobbing with the movement. “Finals start the 8th.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “Then?” she asked, glancing up at him. Man, she was cute when she did that.
 
   So many questions he wanted to ask, but he beat most of them back. “Are you going back home for Christmas?”
 
   She shrugged. “Probably. That weekend anyway. But I’ll probably stay here, work, maybe do the LC thing if it’s open over the break.”
 
   “Have you decided classes for next semester?”
 
   “I have a meeting with my counselor next week. I really have to make some decisions, see what my options are, that kind of thing. I mean, Mrs. McLaughlin talked about research. I don’t think you have to major in that, but I don’t really know. It’s all kind of up in the air right now.” Her gaze swung to him again. “How about you? You going home for the holidays?”
 
   The question sounded so very simple. It was hard to fathom what slamming into that wall did to his heart. “Uh. No.”
 
   She snuck another look at him. He felt it. “Where is home anyway?”
 
   His hands dug further into the pockets of his coat. “Oh. Here. In New York.”
 
   “Ah.” She lifted her chin as he opened the grocery store door and let her go in first.
 
   The atmosphere on the other side was charged with frantic. With an arched eyebrow, Jake looked at the single, unused cart sitting forlornly in the corner and then to the lines at the checkout snaking this way and that. “Wow. Looks like we’re not the only ones who waited until the last minute.”
 
   “No kidding.” Liz grabbed the cart, and they headed down an aisle, dodging the myriad of other shoppers. “Were you serious about the turkey? You don’t want ham or a steak?”
 
   “For Thanksgiving?” Jake pulled a box of stuffing mix from the shelf and threw it into the cart. 
 
   “Just a thought.” She shrugged and kept pushing. All around the store they went, collecting cans of vegetables and one of cranberry sauce. He added a can of pumpkin really liking how nice it was to be together shopping. Strange how different it was.
 
   “For the pie,” he said when she looked at him like he’d lost his mind.
 
   “You bake too?”
 
   He shrugged. “How hard can it be?”
 
   She shook her head and kept pushing. They made it to the freezer with the turkeys in the back. The only frozen birds left were easily 15 pounds. “Good night!  These things are huge.”
 
   Jake couldn’t disagree. He exhaled at the problem. “We’ll be eating turkey ‘til next Thanksgiving if we get this much.” He put his hand on his hip, trying to decide what to do. Pulling one of the birds up, he looked underneath to see if possibly there were other, better options. 
 
   As he dug, she pushed the cart away. “Hey, what about these?” She went over and held up a small bag that resembled a turkey but was only about half the size of even a small one. “It’s turkey parts, I think.” Carefully, she went to work reading the instructions. “Yeah. This is better, don’t you think?” She held it up for his inspection.
 
   Something about the trusting look on her face dug into Jake’s heart and took up camp there. “Perfect.”
 
    
 
   Laden with groceries in bags, they made it back to her apartment and inside. Once in the kitchen, Jake did a quick radar of the apartment. Empty as usual. “So do you not have a roommate anymore? What’s the deal with her anyway?” He went to work unloading the bags, putting things away as if he owned the place. 
 
   “She went home for Thanksgiving, but before that, she met this guy in Chemistry of all things. I haven’t seen much of her since.”
 
   That was good news. He put the turkey and yams in the refrigerator. “Bummer.”
 
   “It’s not so bad. I kind of like the quiet.”
 
   “Huh.” Going back, he stacked the cans on the cabinet, not sure if it made sense to put it all away. They would just be getting it all back out tomorrow. 
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   He looked over at her, not really aware he’d meant anything by it. “Oh, you know, just that the quiet can get to you sometimes. I hate being alone.” It was then that he picked up on the fact that she was surveying him as if she could dig into his head and dissect him. “What?”
 
   Her gaze fell into even more seriousness. “You hate being alone, and yet, I have yet to meet even one friend. You want this whole traditional Thanksgiving thing, but you’re not going home for Thanksgiving. You don’t like the quiet, but it took forever for me to get you to say two words.” She shook her head. “You’re such a dichotomy Jake McCoy.”
 
   “Can’t figure me out, huh?”
 
   She stood there, leaning against the counter, still trying to drill into him. “No. I can’t.”
 
   He smiled a soft smirk, and then his gaze dropped from hers.
 
   “What was that look for?”
 
   Shaking his head, he leaned against the other counter, all of the groceries either away or ready. “It’s just weird, that’s all.” He crossed his feet and his arms, taking in the feel of simply being with her.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   His gaze came up to hers. “You. Me. This. When did this happen anyway?”
 
   “Good question. I’ve been asking myself that for a while now. I mean, I was just serving my little coffee, minding my own business, and all of a sudden, there’s this handsome, mysterious guy who won’t leave me alone.”
 
   “Won’t leave you alone?” He raised an eyebrow. “Did you want to be left alone?” And there was soft worry in his deep ocean-like eyes. 
 
   She let out a long, slow breath. “I thought I did.”
 
   He didn’t want to ask, but he needed to know. “And now?”
 
   A sad, languid smile drifted to her lips. “Now?” Her shrug almost wasn’t. “I’m kind of liking this.”
 
   Happiness split through him, and he smiled all the way to his toes. “Me, too.” Drawn to her in a way that scared him, he heaved a sigh and clapped his hands. “Okay. I think we need to do that pie tonight.”
 
   That made her move. “Tonight? Now?”
 
   “Well,” he said, turning back for the counter as feelings and desires threatened to overcome his good sense, “Mom always did her pies the night before. That way the oven was free on Thursday for the turkey.”
 
   Somehow Liz hadn’t thought of that. Probably because she’d never actually made turkey or pumpkin pie.
 
   He picked up the can. “Here.” Handing it over to her, he made himself busy. “Read it.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.” She started at the top with the part about the crust. “Have you ever made crust?” Worry encapsulated the question. 
 
   “Once.” Jake worked through the memory. “I don’t think it’s too hard.” He picked up the flour from the counter. “Do you have a big mixing bowl or something?”
 
   Together, him directing and her reading when necessary, they dug into the task. The crust quickly became more of a problem than he had anticipated, however. In no time they had a blob of dough, but it was crumbly and wouldn’t stick together at all.
 
   Liz looked at it skeptically. “I don’t know a lot about crust, but that doesn’t look right.”
 
   He had to agree considering it was falling apart in his hands. “I think we need more water.”
 
   “More water, coming up.” She got a cup and was back beside him in seconds.
 
   “Just dump some on.”
 
   “Okay.” With that she dumped half of it before he had the chance to stop her.
 
   “Oh! Whoa! Hold up there, Water-girl!”
 
   “Oops. Too much?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so.” He dug into the dough, working the water through it. In no time it was squishy and back to not sticking. “Well, hmm.” Putting his hand to his forehead, he rubbed it with the back of his wrist. “I think we’re going to need more flour now.”
 
   “I told you we should get a recipe for this from the ‘net.”
 
   He kept working his fingers through the mixture. “Just get the flour.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” She saluted him and got out the flour. Tipping it up, she angled it at the now soupy dough. “Tell me when.” She dumped a very tiny amount.
 
   “More,” he said. Timidly she added more. “A little more.”
 
   More landed in the center of his masterpiece complete with a lovely little cloud of the stuff that did a great job of covering him. “That’s enough.”
 
   Liz pulled the bag up and looked inside. “We don’t have much left.”
 
   “Then this had better work.” He kneaded and kneaded, pushing into the dough until his hands were covered with dough well beyond his wrists. “Okay. This is better. I need just a little bit of sugar.”
 
   “Sugar.” She went to work searching for it and came back with a little jar. “How much?”
 
   “Teaspoon.”
 
   “Teaspoon.” She went back to search for that. “Okay. Got it.” Digging out some sugar, she held it over his workstation. “Now?”
 
   “Yeah.” He reached up to scratch his temple with his forearm and then went back to work. “Do you have a rolling pin?” Okay, he should have thought to ask that before they’d made it this far.
 
   “A rolling pin?” She looked around the kitchen but didn’t move. “Uh, no. I don’t think so.”
 
   “Well, we’re going to have to get this flat. What do you have?”
 
   A moment of thought and she went over to the little drawer and started pulling stuff out. “Can opener. Spatula.” Holding that up, she looked at him expectantly. 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Um. How about a serving spoon?”
 
   “That all you got?”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “Then I guess it’s going to have to work. Bring it here.” He worked the dough onto the cabinet and got it as flat as he could with his hands. “Okay. Spoon time.” He took it from her, looked at the project, and shook his head. “Here goes nothing.”
 
   With a nice whack, the dough spread just slightly. This was going to take forever. He whacked again and again.
 
   “Nice technique,” Liz half-yelled to him. 
 
   “Thanks.” A whack and another.
 
   “I want to try.”
 
   He turned surprised eyes on her. “Go for it.” 
 
   She took the spoon from him and stepped between him and the cabinet. Yes, this was much better. She took three hard whacks at the large semi-circular ameba that was flattening out. “Hey, this is fun.”
 
   “I can tell you’re enjoying it,” he said, leaning back against the cabinet and enjoying watching her. 
 
   “You can really get some frustration out like this.” She pounded several times as if beating her worst enemy. “Take that!”  Whack. “And that!”  Whack. Whack.
 
   “Hey, you’re pretty good at this.”
 
   “Who knew, right?”
 
   “Never would have guessed.” 
 
    
 
   Liz was kind of sad to see that the crust was flat enough. She really liked having him stand right there watching as she beat the thing into submission. When she finished, she stepped back, realizing the crust was hardly shaped like crust. It snaked across the cabinet in an amorphous, chaotic form. “Lovely. Now what?”
 
   “We finish the filling and bake it.”
 
   “Cool.” She grabbed the pumpkin can and started reading. This cooking thing was the best idea anyone had ever come up with.
 
    
 
   Thirty minutes later, the crust was in the pie pan. Well, most of it was anyway. The rest was on a cookie sheet doing an experiment a la Jake. Butter, sugar, and a little cinnamon mixed with pie smells filled the whole place.
 
   With the oven set to ding in ten minutes, they went to the living room. On the couch Liz took one side, he took the other as she clicked on the little lamp.
 
   “So, how’s writing going?” she asked, curling up on her side with one knee and a mug of hot apple cider.
 
   He shrugged. “Don’t know. I’ve been a little busy making pie.”
 
   She smiled despite the understanding he was trying to throw her off. “Have you worked anymore on that one?”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “Either one.”
 
   He let out a long sigh as his gaze fell into the semi-darkness between them. “Some. I guess. A little. It’s just…” He shook his head as his repentant gaze came up to hers. “It’s so clear in my head, you know? And then I start trying to put it on paper, and it gets so hard to make everything line up right.” 
 
   “I can’t even imagine trying to get all of that to line up. I mean first you’re in France and then back in America and then France again. I’d be completely lost. I don’t know how you do it.” She took a small sip, really liking how it felt to just sit and talk.
 
   His smile was languid and barely there. “I don’t either. If I ever question it or start trying to do it, it just… leaves.” He knotted his long fingers in front of him. “It’s really frustrating sometimes because it’s like if I ever put my hands on the wheel, the whole thing just stops cold.”
 
   “And it’s done that before? Stopped cold?”
 
   “Yeah. For months at a time. Years even.”
 
   “Years?” she asked with skepticism behind it. “You’re not that old.”
 
   He laughed with a hollow sound. “Oh, you’d be surprised.”
 
   But he had her hooked with the story and with him and with everything. “So, it really just stopped for whole years? Wasn’t that hard?”
 
   “Hard. Yeah. There’s a word.” He looked like he was sinking into the darkness and the cushions.
 
   The second before she asked more, the oven timer beeped. Liz sat up, ready to go get the things, but Jake was up first.
 
   “Stay right there.” His command was firm, and Liz sat back, afraid to question him. 
 
   Sitting there on the couch, hearing and feeling him in her kitchen, she put her head down on the cushion and replayed him being right there, on the couch with her. It made her feel as warm as her apple cider which she took another small sip of.
 
   “Here we go,” he said, and she sat up again. “For you.” He handed her a little treat and then set the plate down between them on the couch.
 
   With one eye on him as he sat down, Liz took a small bite. It was sweet, buttery perfection. “Wow. That’s good.” She took another bite, fully aware that he was watching her with hopeful amusement. Snuggling into the feeling of simply being here with him, she turned and wove her legs together. “So, seriously. You bake, you cook, you write, and yet there aren’t a million girls beating down your door. Why is that?”
 
   Jake ducked his gaze and reached for a pastry. “I don’t need a million girls.” He looked over at her, and a shadow crossed over his face.
 
   “What was that look for?” She took another bite, really liking everything about this.
 
   He shook his head as the pastry in his hand dropped to his knee. “I don’t know. I’m kind of surprised there might be one girl.”
 
   “Might be?” Liz took a very small bite, hoping he was going the direction she thought he was. “Do I know her?”
 
   This breath was long and slow. “I think so.” His eyes asked questions his lips didn’t say. “Be straight with me, okay? You don’t mind this whole Thanksgiving thing, do you?”
 
   The question and the tenor of it threw her. “Mind? Oh, yes. Of course I mind. I wanted to spend five whole days here by myself looking at these lovely walls.”
 
   “Yeah, but you could have done something, found something else to do.”
 
   Sad knowing slipped into her as she took one more bite. “But I wouldn’t have.”
 
   It was his turn to look confused. “Why not?”
 
   For a long moment she didn’t answer. Finally, she took a sip and then shrugged, laying her head over onto the cushion. “I don’t know. Because somehow I always end up talking myself out of things. Like the theatre that night. I’d always wanted to go there, I bet I’d walked by that thing a hundred times, and I always wondered what it was like to go in, but I never had until we went there together that night.”
 
   “And the museum?”
 
   She shrank over her cup. “Guilty as charged.” This breath was soft and sad. “I think about doing cool stuff, you know? Like going to the library or the museum, but then when I get the chance, like I have a couple hours to kill, it’s just easier to find reasons not to. Like I’ve always wanted to go out to Ellis Island and Liberty Island— to see where the immigrants came in. When I first moved here, I thought I would get that done. Now it’s been nearly five years, and here I am, still stuck in my own little corner in my own little chair.”
 
   “But you’re not sweeping cinders.” He smiled, and she caught the reference.
 
   “I don’t know. Sometimes I’m not sure that what I do is a whole lot more exciting. I mean there’s this whole city out there, just waiting to be explored, and yet, I’ve seen what? Half of a percent of it?”
 
   “Well, I’ve lived here my whole life, and I’ve seen more of New York on my television than I’ve ever seen in person.” He leaned his head onto the cushion where he sat. “That’s sad, huh?”
 
   She let out a sigh. “Yeah.” After taking the last drink, she set the cup on her lap. “But I guess I’m doing a little better now.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “Well, I’ve now been to the theatre and the museum, so things are looking up.” She smiled in genuine happiness.
 
   “And Ellis Island?”
 
   The happiness flittered away. “Yeah, well, that’s a bus ride and a subway ride and a ferry ride.”
 
   Jake’s gaze lit with excitement and challenge mixing in his eyes. “What? Are you, afraid of a little water?”
 
   She knitted her eyebrows. “A little? There’s like the whole Atlantic out there.”
 
   “So? Those people crossed the whole thing. This would only be a little piece of it— half of a percent at most.”
 
   Liz smiled, liking his excitement but not sure she could rise to its challenge. 
 
   Suddenly he vaulted off of the couch and launched toward her looking like a ten-year-old at Christmas. “Wait. We could go Friday.”
 
   “Friday?” Panic and surprise split through her. “This Friday?”
 
   “Sure. We can get up, get an early start, go down to the ferry, and see Ellis Island. It would be the perfect thing to do over Thanksgiving. Besides, I could stand to do a little research there for the new book anyway.”
 
   The new book. That wasn’t fair to throw that chip on the table. “You’re serious?”
 
   “Yes. Come on. What else do you have to do?”
 
   Three days? He was honestly sitting there proposing that they spend three whole days together? The most disturbing thing was she didn’t think it sounded so bad at all. It was just beyond her that he didn’t. Her eyes connected with his, and her heart said this was insane.
 
   “Come on. It’ll be great,” he said, suddenly looking like a ten-year-old again. “Come on, please say yes. Please.”
 
   “Okay.” She let out a breath. “Yes.”
 
   “Yay!”
 
   At this rate they were going to have New York explored in a week and a half. 
 
    
 
   The pie was cooling in the refrigerator, and Jake knew it was time to take his leave from this heavenly evening. The only thing that made leaving okay was the fact that he would get to see her again tomorrow and the next day. Still, leaving was not easy. This place, being with her, felt more like home than any place had in maybe forever for him, and all he wanted to do was hang onto that. At the door, he pulled on his coat, hoping for a reason to delay the inevitable.
 
   A thought he’d had much earlier cracked through him, and though he didn’t know how to ask, he knew he needed to. “Oh, listen, I was wondering. I mean, this is kind of a dumb question, but do you… are you… I mean, I’m guessing you’re probably going to do the church thing tomorrow, right? I mean I’m not sure. I don’t know all of the rules about that stuff, but I figured with the whole praying thing and all…”
 
   Her gaze came up to meet his with concern written in it. “Church?”
 
   “Yeah.” Worry and embarrassment slithered over him. Maybe he shouldn’t have said anything. Maybe that was getting too personal. Maybe he was just being an idiot for thinking he could navigate any of this. “I just figured, you know, with Thanksgiving and everything. I don’t want to show up and you’re, you know, gone.”
 
   “Oh.” She seemed to understand his pathetically bad attempt at communication although she looked a little taken aback by it. “Well, I was planning to go early tomorrow. That way it wouldn’t interfere with lunch.”
 
   “Early?” He fought to get his coat on and adjusted. “What’s that? Like eight? Seven?”
 
   Standing there, she dug her hands into the back pockets of her faded jeans. “Seven. It’s the first service.”
 
   Jake nodded, standing by the door now, coat on, but not leaving. His gaze fell from hers as he fought with himself to decide if he should ask, could ask, or would that just make him look pathetic and desperate? “Well. Hm.” He readjusted the collar on his jacket that was suddenly impossibly hot and uncomfortable. “Well, I usually get up around five, even on my days off. So…”
 
   When her gaze found his, there were only questions written there.
 
   Was it cool to ask? To invite himself along? He’d already talked her into Friday and Thursday, and if everything went as well as he felt it was, surely he could find some reason they needed to get together Saturday. “I mean, if you don’t mind, hm…”
 
    
 
   What he was actually not saying suddenly cracked over Liz’s consciousness. “You want to go to church with me?”
 
   He shrugged, looking like a small boy who was huddled in the corner, afraid to be noticed. “I mean, not if you mind. I just thought…”
 
   Disbelief rained through her for a moment, but then she shook it off hard. Here he was practically begging to go with her, and she was acting like an idiot. “Well, of course I don’t mind. Why would I mind? But, do you even know where the church is? I mean, my church?” The feeling that he might in fact be a stalker gripped her for one single second, and then she shook her head at herself. She was being ridiculous. “It’s St. Ann’s. Just down the street.”
 
   With that she gave him directions although her heart was hammering so hard, she couldn’t even hear them herself. “I usually go a little early. I sit on the right. Unless you want me to wait for you at the door.”
 
   Jake’s face registered not well-disguised panic, and Liz finally relaxed, realizing he was as lost as she felt. 
 
   She smiled to put him at ease. “I’ll wait. It’s not really that big of a deal anyway. The church is pretty small. You couldn’t miss me.”
 
   Finally a real smile slipped up to his lips. “You’d be hard to miss.”
 
   Liz felt the compliment wrap gently around her heart and flutter there as her gaze drifted up to his. “Thanks. For tonight. It was fun.” Then she saw it, even in the dim light. “Oh, you have some.” She reached for the flour clinging to his temple, just under the dark swath of hair. When her fingers touched him, he let out a soft breath, watching her, willing her not to leave him. Drawn to him, she let her fingers run the length of his face as she gazed up at him, in awe that she could be standing here like this with him and not completely panicking.
 
   For a second nothing moved, and then slowly he bent until their lips met. Not one molecule of her said to back up, to end the kiss, to do anything other than melt into him and his presence. The world plummeted from beneath her feet as his strength took over her ability to hold herself up. His arms came around her, cradling her next to him, asking, seeking, wanting, and giving in return to everything her kiss held. When his lips left hers, he pulled her into his embrace, holding her next to the scratchy black wool of his coat. It was amazing how safe one space could feel.
 
   Her hand felt so right on his back, as if it was made to go there. And his around her felt equally right and real and perfect. A breath as her eyes closed and a sigh that matched his, and then, not wanting to, she pulled back. “So. Church in the morning then?”
 
   “I’ll be there.”
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   When Jake made it home, he went into the little apartment, shut the door, and sighed. It was everything he could do to keep himself from running back to hers. Here had always been depressing. Tonight it was worse. Tonight he finally knew this wasn’t the only option in the world. He left the lights off as he trekked to the bedroom and pulled off his boots and coat. Every movement, every memory brought back holding her in his arms, feeling her complete trust, her desire to be with him that was as real as his was to be with her.
 
   Laying his coat on top of his boots, he leaned back and then lay down on the bed. Seven a.m. That meant he needed to be gone by six-thirty at the latest. He let his gaze find the clock— nearly midnight. Really he didn’t care, only that it was seven long hours before he could be with her again. He closed his eyes and let sleep take him. The faster it came, the faster the hours would pass. With a smile of anticipation, he relaxed until all else faded away.
 
    
 
   Jasmine was back at the library. The satchel dangling from her hand could hold just any old thing, but it did not. It held everything. She climbed the steps, glancing about only once. There could be no nerves, no outward sign that anything was amiss, nothing to alert anyone who might be alert to her presence here. To the second floor and then upward, she climbed. Mr. Nguyen had made it very clear— when she returned the book, no one could know. No one.
 
   At the fourth floor, Jasmine crossed the silent area filled with tables but no people all the way to the reference desk. 
 
   The person there looked up, and Jasmine shook off the alarms ringing through her. “May I help you?”
 
   “Yes. I’d like to speak with Mr. Nguyen, please.”
 
   “Mr. Nguyen?” the lady asked, and there was only the barest hint of recognition in her eyes. “I’m sorry. No Mr. Nguyen works in this department.”
 
   With one jolt, Jake was awake. No Mr. Nguyen? But that would mean… pieces and possibilities snaked every which way from him. Why would Nguyen give her the book and then disappear? Was he murdered? Did anyone else know she had the book? And if so, who, and were they watching? Did the person at the desk know everything or nothing? And, what did Jasmine do now?
 
   He yanked the covers from his legs and padded through the darkness over to the closet. It wasn’t a great solution, but he couldn’t afford to lose this scene, and it was too likely that by morning it would be gone.
 
    
 
   Liz was beginning to question her memory. He had said he would meet her at church, right? And she was to wait for him at the back, right? Yes. She was almost positive that was the plan. So where was he? Had he gotten lost? Had he forgotten? Or had he decided against coming, and if he wasn’t coming now, had he also decided not to come later?
 
   It was impossible to keep the panic and frustration out of her spirit. To think she had been ready to give him her heart…
 
   The door to the cold, bleak outside world creaked open, and she looked up, knowing and yet wondering at the same time. Gratefulness and worry clogged her chest the second she saw him, and she stood as he entered, head down, clearly trying not to make any noise. Breathing and yet not, she stepped over to him just as he turned. “You made it.”
 
   His gaze slid down her and then back to her eyes as a sparkle she had never seen lit his. Reaching up, he pulled the little brown knit hat from his head and scraped his fingers through his chocolate brown hair. “Sorry I’m late.”
 
   “‘s okay. Come on.” She took his hand, not wanting to tempt fate any further by letting him get away again. 
 
   Into the church they went, her leading, him following although his steps behind her felt vaguely unsteady as if he wasn’t paying any attention to walking. When they got to a bench that had seats available, she slipped in and turned to check on him. Awe was the only word that could describe his face. It shone as he looked all around the beautiful church. It was small, but it was decorated in the old style décor. Statues and pillars. The whole nine-yards.
 
   Liz knelt for two seconds, knowing the service was well-started. Then she sat back with him and reached for his hand again. Jake’s gaze came over to her, and the writing in his eyes spoke eloquently of wonder and admiration and surprise. She wanted to ask, but now was not the time. Instead, she turned her attention to the front, glad beyond words that he had suggested accompanying her today. It truly was a day to give thanks.
 
    
 
   Jake knew he should stop gawking, but he simply couldn’t help it. Everywhere he looked was something new to contemplate, to admire, to marvel at. The statues were incredible, the colors, the faces— filled with compassion and love— gazed down at them. The large stained glass windows that lined the walls. The fresco at the front depicting a man and woman on some kind of journey. What it meant, he could only guess, but it filled him to the brim with wonder just the same. There were words too, but he couldn’t concentrate on them long enough to decipher what they were saying. 
 
   It was like being immersed in sensory overload, the library and the museum times a million. He couldn’t explain that, but he felt it to the middle of the depth of his soul. How had he lived for nearly 30 years without experiencing this? 
 
   “Amen,” Liz said next to him, and they stood together. Why? He had no idea, but he didn’t question it. No. He stood and retook her hand, glad to be here, with her. Thanksgiving. Yes, he was very thankful to the One who had graciously brought her into his life. If God was real, He must really love him because the gift of her could not be a coincidence or even fate. No. As sure as he stood there, Jake knew there was more to it than that. He could feel it deep in his bones, and right then and there, he bowed his head and thanked the God he had never really known for coming after him even when he was lost, even when he didn’t believe.
 
   The shake of his head and the smile came without him even realizing they were there. He was so lucky. Unbelievably lucky.
 
   A hard yawn from the all-night writing session slipped through him. Beating it back didn’t work and he shook and then sniffed it back. However, as he stood there, feeling like God’s new special assignment, he couldn’t help but wonder if God had had a hand in that as well. Jake smiled at the possibility. The world in all its mystery opened up before him. Maybe there was more to this whole life thing than he’d ever realized. When he looked down at her, he almost couldn’t help laughing for the joy. It was just too unbelievable to be true, and yet somehow here he was, standing in a church, holding hands with the most beautiful girl in the world. There was definitely more to life than he had ever realized. Together felt better than he could ever have imagined.
 
    
 
   Liz breathed in the chilly air as they ambled down the sidewalk back to her apartment. Maybe it was the early morning or the holiday. Whatever it was, it felt like they had the whole city to themselves. “So…?” She looked up at him, trying to fit the fact that he was here walking with her into the belief that this wasn’t a dream. “How was church?”
 
   He lifted his chin and nodded as if to say not bad. “Different.”
 
   “Different?”
 
   “Yeah. I guess I always imagined it to be like all woo-hoo, call down the spirits or something.”
 
   “So you didn’t go to church when you were younger?”
 
   “Nah. Mom wasn’t big on that stuff.”
 
   “And your dad?”
 
   “Dad was glad to have a day to sleep off the night before.”
 
   It was Liz’s turn to lift her chin. “And when you were on your own…”
 
   He shrugged. “It just never felt that important.”
 
   She digested that, trying to figure out where that left them.
 
   “But today was cool,” he said quickly as if he sensed her thoughts. “Peaceful-like, you know.” The black shoulders of his coat arched up. “I guess it’s been awhile since I’ve had much peaceful in my life. Mostly it’s been boredom punctuated by short bursts of chaos.”
 
   “And that’s easier?”
 
   “I don’t know that it’s easier exactly. I just never could quite figure out how to get out of it. Get up, go to work, make enough not to freeze or starve to death, go home, sleep, and start all over the next day.”
 
   “What about the writing? That’s more than boring and less than chaos.”
 
   He took three steps before he shrugged. “I don’t know. A distraction maybe?”
 
   “From what? Life?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   Part of Liz wanted to argue, but when she looked at her own life, she could hardly find the argument to refute his version of reality. Her mind worked through it all— his reality, hers and theirs. “So what happens when your book gets published and you make a million dollars?”
 
   His smile was barely there. “That’d be nice, but…”  He kicked his boots down the cold, hard, concrete, saying no more.
 
   “But…?” She looked over at him, waiting for the answer that didn’t come. Then she understood. “You don’t think it’ll ever happen.”
 
   When he shrugged, it barely moved anything, and his gaze slid out to the storefronts and traffic beyond.
 
   “Why don’t you think it will happen?” She walked and waited, but no answer came. “Jake?” A step and his gaze slid over to hers. In it, she read the hurt and despair. “What?”
 
   But he just shook his head and twisted his gaze away from her. “Nothing.”
 
   Liz tried to divine what he wasn’t saying. “The story is really good, you know? I mean, I’m hooked, and I haven’t even actually read any of it.”
 
   He sniffed in the cool air but never really looked back at her. “It’s a lot easier to come up with the story than to get it written down. The story’s the easy part.”
 
   She thought about that for a little bit and then half-shrugged. “I don’t know. I think I could probably write it if I could come up with something to say.”
 
   They turned into the parking lot of her apartment and went in. Once inside, they pulled layer after layer off and hung them at the door.
 
   “Whew,” Liz said, fingering through her hair to get the static out of it. “Nothing like winter in New York.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” When he was sufficiently de-layered, Jake heaved a breath and slapped his hands together. “Well, we’d better get to cooking.”
 
    
 
   The turkey was in the oven along with the sweet potatoes. The rest of the meal was in the process of cooking as well, but everything was on low because neither of them was really hungry yet. Back on the couch, which Jake was starting to love, Liz reached over and punched the buttons on the remote.
 
   “You a football fan?” Jake asked, fighting off the yawn. Three a.m. was dogging his heels again.
 
   “Dad always watches it,” she said. “It doesn’t feel much like Thanksgiving without it.”
 
   Jake nodded and settled back into the cushions, grabbing a pillow to hug, and fighting another yawn. “So who’s playing?”
 
   “Uh, Detroit and…”  Liz squinted to read the tiny print. “Looks like the Jets.”
 
   “Oh.” Sleep was coming at him hard now. “Is it supposed to be a good game?”
 
   “It’s Detroit. What do you think?”
 
   He didn’t know, really, but he acted like he did. The couch was getting softer and more comfy by the second. It felt like falling into a soft, safe embrace. For a second he gave up the fight and let his eyelids fall closed. Then he jerked them open, willing them to stay that way. Such great company he was. “What’s the score?”
 
   “I think it just started.” She swiveled around to look at the clock. “Yeah, it just started.”
 
   “Oh.” It was the last thing he thought on the way out.
 
    
 
   Liz realized he had fallen asleep when she heard the soft sounds of his breathing. Surprised, she carefully leaned over to check. Yes, he was, in fact, asleep. “Well, that’s good, Liz-bet. You put him to sleep in record time.”
 
   Pulling her shirt down over her jeans, she stood and went into the kitchen. She stirred first one pot and then the other, checking them over and turning them down to really low. Opening the oven, she checked the turkey. It would be all right. Then she closed the oven and looked around for something else that needed done. Set the table.
 
   She got the dishes out— the best ones she owned and took them out to the dining room. Quietly she set them out, completing the setting with nice glasses and silverware. She wished she had nice cloth napkins but paper towels would have to do. When the table was fully set, she wondered what else might keep her busy. 
 
   His soft snoring on the couch made her shake her head. It was strange how normal this all felt— as if she had been doing it just like this her whole life. Figuring it would be awhile before they ate, she went back to the living room and curled onto her side of the couch. She looked over at him, wondering how he could sleep like that. It didn’t look very comfortable. As she half-watched the television, she wondered why he was so tired. Maybe it was because he hadn’t had his requisite seven cups of coffee the night before. Or maybe it was just that he had a day off, and he was tired.
 
   She finally decided that she could sit here and be upset or she could get something productive done while she waited. So she got up and grabbed the book on dyslexia she had picked up at the library. There hadn’t been much time to get it read. Now was as good a time as any.
 
    
 
   Cheering. That was the first thing Jake heard when he slipped out of the grasp of sleep. He came back to consciousness and shook his head trying to figure out where he was and why he was there. Suddenly it all came back with a rush and he jumped six inches. “Oh, man.” Swiping at his eyes and face, he shook his head hard. “Was I asleep?”
 
   Liz looked over at him and laughed. “Yeah, for like two hours. If you don’t be careful there, you’re going to give me a complex.”
 
   “Oh, my gosh. I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened. Why didn’t you wake me up?”
 
   “Well, I thought about it, but I didn’t want to get my couch all wet with the bucket of cold water.”
 
   Jake raised his eyebrows in fright and rubbed his hand over the cushion. “Thank you, couch. I owe you one.”
 
   She closed the book on her lap. “So you hungry yet?”
 
   “Starving actually.”
 
   “Good because I think the overcooked turkey is probably about ready.”
 
   The smells drifted into his consciousness, and he stretched, knowing he should apologize again but really feeling better for the nap. “Wow. Something smells delicious.”
 
   “Yeah. Let’s hope it tastes that way.” She stood and strode into the kitchen where he heard the pots and pans start banging around.
 
   It was weird how the sleep clung to him, like a rabid dog it did not want to let go. On his way to the kitchen, he noticed that the table was already set and that it was almost two o’clock. Embarrassment crawled through him. “Anything I can help with?”
 
   She half-turned from the oven. “The green beans are done. Here you go.” She handed him one pan and then another. “And here’s the stuffing. I put potholders on the table already just put them on those.”
 
   Together they went about putting out the food, which when it was all on the table suddenly looked like enough to feed a small army. 
 
   “Gee, I hope you really are hungry,” Liz said, sitting down.
 
   “And I hope you invited half the neighborhood,” he said laughing. “Did we buy all of this?”
 
   “Didn’t look like this much in the basket.” She looked over at him. “Shall we pray?”
 
   Without protest, he bent his head.
 
   “Dear Father,” she began, “thank You for Your love and Your provision. We ask You to be with those who are travelling this weekend. Let them get safely to their destination and home again. Thank You for the company and for giving us Your Grace. We thank You and we praise You. Amen.”
 
   “Amen,” Jake echoed.
 
   When the prayer broke, he didn’t immediately reach for anything, just sat for a moment saying his own prayer of thanksgiving for God letting him be here with her. “So, what were you reading?” He took the serving spoon and began dishing the food out to her and to himself. “Homework?”
 
   “No. More on dyslexia. Did you know that there isn’t just one form of dyslexia? And it can be caused by a lot of different things.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “And there are different forms of the types of problems you can have too. Like you can have dyscalculia which is trouble with numbers, or you can have dysgraphia, which is trouble writing.”
 
   “But I thought dys…”
 
   “Lexia.”
 
   “Yeah, that, was trouble with reading.”
 
   “Well, it is, but even that isn’t cut and dried. Some kids have trouble with reading because they can’t focus right on the words on a page. They have eye-hand coordination issues. Like the words go all shape-shifting on them.”
 
   The term jumpstarted his heart, but he fought off the smile in favor of interest. “Like how?”
 
   “Like a double-vision kind of thing. They see two of everything, so they close one eye to try to read. Or they move their head when they read because their eyes don’t focus close. Sometimes kids use these colored plastic things that focus their sight.” She looked down at her food. “Wow. This turkey is amazing.”
 
   “It’s all good.” However, he was thinking more about what she was talking about than the food. “So that fixes it then? Those colored-plastic things?”
 
   “Sometimes, but with some kids it’s not the vision thing at all. For some of them, they were never taught to decode words. It’s more an auditory thing for them.”
 
   “Decode?”
 
   “Yeah, you know, break a word down into the letters and sound it out. You know, phonetics.”
 
   Jake took a bite of green beans never tasting it. Sound it out— a phrase he was imminently familiar with and one he hated to his core.
 
   “See, the left side of the brain is the side that pulls things apart into pieces. The right side puts things together. Most people are dominant left-brain thinkers, so when they see a word, they naturally pull it apart into the letters or small bits of the word like phonemes. But kids who are dominant right-brain thinkers don’t do that. They don’t see a word as individual letters. They see it as a unit—  as if each word was a picture rather than made up of letters.”
 
   This intrigued Jake. “Pictures. Like how?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know exactly, but like they memorize the word bag as starts with a b, then a little letter, then a long letter.” She took her paper napkin, grabbed a pen from her backpack, and drew three boxes. “They see it like this rather than as three letters.”
 
   Jake’s eating slowed as he watched her. “And you’re not supposed to do that?”
 
   She laughed softly. “Well, no. You’re supposed to see the b, the a, and the g. Otherwise, you would get completely messed up by other words that look like bag. Like what if the word was bog or beg or boy.” She wrote them each down like they all looked different, which to Jake they really didn’t. “Then when they see one of them, they can’t tell which it is so they just start guessing.
 
   “The thing is, they are really super-super-smart people.” She laid the pen next to her plate. “That’s what’s sad. I mean, right-brained people are brilliant. They just don’t learn the way everybody else does, so they get pushed off into corners and sent to reading recovery until they either get frustrated and quit or the school system gives them enough modifications that they pass without ever really learning to read.”
 
   Jake was still back on the boxes thing. It fascinated him because that’s exactly how he had always learned words— like they looked like a picture. He’d always thought that’s the way everyone saw them. “So how are you supposed to learn that box thing?”
 
   Liz laid her fork down and grabbed the pen again. “Well, apparently with dyslexic kids you have to teach them to decode. They don’t understand that intuitively. So you go through linking the sounds to the letters, like buh-a-guh. Three sounds, three letters. Buh. That’s a b. Uuu. That’s u. Guh. That’s a g. She wrote each down. Bug. See, simple.”
 
   He nodded, but the lesson was as frustrating as it was intriguing. Was she saying that the way he had done it his whole life was wrong? Was she saying there was another way? He didn’t quite understand the buh, uuu, guh thing, and all those words on that napkin looked like all the other ones. Could she really tell them apart so easily? The questions flitted around his heart and mind through the rest of the meal and even after when they were cleaning up. When he came back out to the table to check it the last time, he saw the pen and the napkin still laying there. It was impulsive and maybe reckless, but he picked the pen up and traced once over the letters she had written. As his mind contemplated the lesson again, he drew a swirl above the word and one below and then in between he filled in a small flower and the outline of a silhouette— not because he was trying, just because he was thinking.
 
   “Wow,” Liz suddenly said from across the table. “What is that?”
 
   “What?” Jake’s head jerked up, and he was surprised to see she was looking not at the television but at his drawing. Quickly he straightened, grabbed up the napkin, and crumpled it. “Oh, nothing. I was just messing around.”
 
   However, her gaze came up to his in complete awe. “I didn’t know you could draw.”
 
   He shrugged, crumpled the paper more and went to trash it. “I can’t really. I was just trying to get out of doing the dishes.”
 
    
 
   Liz wanted to argue with him, to pin him down that he had real talent. That flash of what he could do with a pen was incredible. However, he seemed stuck on fast-forward-auto-pilot when he came back into the room. “So, are we eating pie now? I can cut it if you want.”
 
   “What? Uh. No. I’m stuffed. Let’s watch the game.” She snuck a playful look at him. “If you can manage to stay awake this time.”
 
   He smiled. “Sorry about that. Jasmine kind of had me up all night, running for her life.”
 
   “Jasmine? Really?” Liz grabbed a pillow and sat down, excited to hear more of the story. “I thought her getting the book was going to solve everything.”
 
   “Yeah, so did I.” He sat down on his side and put his head back in consternation. “Then last night, I had this really intense dream that she went to take the thing back, and Mr. Nguyen, the librarian guy had been disappeared.”
 
   “Disappeared as in…?” Liz ran her finger under her chin as Jake looked over at her and laughed. 
 
   He turned so he was lying on the back of the couch but looking at her. “That’s just it. I don’t know. She showed up to give the book back, and there was no trace of him ever having worked at the library. So then she tried to get out of there with the book, and it was this huge chase all over the library with these goons that were waiting for her. I think I was up writing until about six.”
 
   Liz’s head came forward in surprise. “And what time did you start writing?”
 
   “Like three.”
 
   “In the morning?”
 
   “I know.” He shook his head and sighed. “It’s nuts sometimes. It’s like this spigot— either it’s all the way on or shut off completely.”
 
   Liz looked at him, digging into his skull for the story of him. He seemed so completely deep, like if she dove in, she might never find the top or the bottom of his existence. “Man, I’d love to live just ten minutes in your head. It must be so full of neat things— stories and characters and places and action.”
 
   “Remember that chaos thing we talked about?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Um-hm. That’s pretty much it 24/7.” He shook his head. “It’s weird.” He sat for a long moment, seeming to dive beneath the surface of his own mind. Then he exhaled. “I guess I’m weird.” 
 
   Hearing the note of self-scorn in his voice, Liz felt her heart pang. “I don’t know about that. It’s not weird. It’s more…”  She gazed at him. “Intriguing.”
 
   He looked at her as if she’d sprouted an extra head. “Intriguing?”
 
   “Beguiling.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Fascinating.”
 
   He laughed. “Now I think you’re the one who’s lost it.”
 
   “No, seriously, Jake. It’s cool that you can come up with these awesome stories and they are just hang-on-and-let’s-go-for-a-ride. I don’t know how you do that.”
 
    
 
   Honesty blanketed him, beckoning him forward even as his rational side said he should quit while he was ahead. “I guess I’ve always kind of done that. I mean, even when I was little.” He put his head back and stared at the ceiling. “I’d make up all these stories to put myself to sleep. I remember this one about this pony that could fly. Its name was Marco, and it would go on all of these cool adventures.” Then Jake realized how silly he was being telling her this, and he looked over with an embarrassed half-smile. “Too much information, huh?”
 
   “No,” and she really did sound fascinated. “How old were you then?”
 
   “I don’t know. Six, seven. I drew some pictures of him once, but my dad said drawing was for girls.”
 
   “For girls?” Liz backed up in horror. “He told you that?”
 
   Jake shrugged. “Dad was never much into stuff like that. He wanted me to grow up to be tough. A manly-man. Not drawing and writing.”
 
   “But that’s what you’re good at.”
 
   He laughed softly. “I wouldn’t go that far.”
 
   “Well, I would.” Then she did something she’d never done before. She slid over to his side of the couch. “I for one think you are incredibly talented, and I’m glad we’ve gotten to be friends.”
 
   Friends? Is that what they were? Surprise jumped on Jake about the time she laid her head on his chest. For a long second he had no clue what to do, but then as if nature had taken over, he let his hand fall to her shoulder and then slide down her arm as she snuggled into him. Wow. Did that feel incredible! How had he lived nearly 30 years without this feeling?
 
   “I’m starting to see why you fell asleep over here,” she said, and there was a yawn tucked somewhere in the midst of that statement.
 
   “Why’s that? Am I that boring?”
 
   She yawned for real. “No. Not at all. Just really relaxing.”
 
   He ran his hand over her arm again, agreeing totally. The breath was slow and tranquil. “You know, you don’t have to stay awake on my account. I can just sit here and watch the Broncos.”
 
   “The Cowboys.” But she was already drifting out.
 
   Jake smiled. “Like it matters.”
 
   He felt her laugh and then slide off into oblivion. The world seemed to spiral around him. Here he was, with her, loving her, holding her, and it all felt so very easy and right. If life could stop right there, he would certainly have accepted it with complete peace.
 
    
 
   “Will you do something for me?” Liz asked as they sat later finishing up supper, which was just dinner-heated-back-up.
 
   “Sure. Anything.” Jake had enjoyed every moment of their afternoon together even if it wasn’t doing more than sitting on her couch with one of them sleeping.
 
   She reached around her chair and pulled out a notebook and a pencil. Sliding it across to him, she let out a breath. “Draw me something.”
 
   Panic attacked him as his eyes went wide. “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t care. Just something. A flower, a building, anything. Whatever you want.”
 
   Jake looked at the notebook and mechanical pencil lying there taunting him. Was she completely crazy? He ran his hands down his jeans. “I’m not…”
 
   However, her face was soft, hopeful, safe. “It doesn’t have to be good. I’m just curious. Please.”
 
   With a long sigh and knowing he was going to regret this, he picked up the pencil and shook his head. “Anything?”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   A moment more to beat all of the screaming protests in his head back down and Jake traced the outline of the plate with the turkey that sat in front of him. He purposely let go of the rest of the world, noticing the lines and the arcs of the dinnerware. Carefully he let the drawing encapsulate the stemware glass beyond— her glass. Somehow it captured the spirit of the holiday and the end of a beautiful time of being together much like the scraps of turkey lying there did.
 
   When he was done, Jake looked at it, knowing his artwork could use a lot of work. He shrugged. “Something like that.” Wishing the embarrassment would leave him alone, he slid it across to her. 
 
   She took it, wide-eyed, and sat back in the chair hard. Her face fell into incomprehension as she continued to stare at it.
 
   Worry slithered over him. “Is it that bad?”
 
   Her gaze came up to his as if she was seeing him for the very first time and not at all sure she liked what she saw. “Bad? This is incredible.” She sat forward, meal forgotten. “How did you learn to do this?”
 
   “Draw?”
 
   “Yeah. This is…  It’s… amazing.”
 
   Jake shrugged. “It’s just freehand, nothing to write home about.”
 
   At that she almost came out of her chair. “Are you kidding me? Look at the lines on the plate. It’s like they’re for real.”
 
   “Well, they’re right there.” He didn’t see what she was seeing that was so great. “I just drew what was there.”
 
   “Yeah, but… You… It’s like it’s real and you just… did it. You didn’t think about it. You didn’t plan it out and do six sketches. You just…”
 
   Jake laughed and shrugged. “It’s some leftover turkey and a glass. Big deal.”
 
    
 
   But Liz knew it was far, far more than that. She was beginning to sense something about Jake, something that maybe some small piece of her had always suspected but had never really understood. She vowed to read more in the dyslexia book once he was gone. For now, she needed to drop the subject before she made her guest uncomfortable. With all of her willpower, she laid the notebook on the table. “Do you mind if I keep it?”
 
   He shrugged, ducking his head so she couldn’t see his eyes. “Suit yourself.”
 
   Carefully she closed the notebook. “Thanks.”
 
   Again he shrugged. “You want some pie now?”
 
   “Sure.” 
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   Ten seconds after Jake closed the door following the last good night kiss, Liz bolted from the door and raced to the couch. Yes, it was after eleven-thirty, and yes, he would be back some time just after seven, but this was important.
 
   Her heart hammered in her chest as she pulled up the second book— Dyslexia:  Creativity & Intelligence Uncovered. Willing herself to calm down enough to read and comprehend, she angled the little lamp closer. The answers were here. She was sure of it.
 
    
 
   All the way home, Jake felt the smiles bubbling up from the center of him, and he couldn’t stop them. By some power other than himself he had landed in this strange and wonderful land of being loved and wanted. He didn’t remember ever being here before, and he couldn’t help but wonder if it was all some grand illusion that he would eventually wake up from. However, even that thought was all right because if this was a dream, it was worth every chance of it coming to an end. 
 
   He remembered how her head felt on his chest, how she breathed, the little sounds she made as she slept. He could get used to those sounds— very used to them. As he crossed the street to his apartment building which loomed high above the street, he asked himself a logical albeit startling question:  What would it take to make tonight permanent?
 
   His heart skipped at the thought. What he would give right now to simply walk back to her apartment and live there the rest of his life. However, there were little things like the real reality of his life that told him asking her for forever was selfish. Did she really want to be with a guy who drove a forklift and made barely over minimum wage? An uneducated dreamer who believed more in his stories than in reality?
 
   Trying to push down the hurt those questions brought up, he unlocked his apartment and disappeared from the outside world into its confines. He needed to tell her, to be honest with her, and then he would know if this was real or just some elaborate dream.
 
   Tomorrow, he told himself as he went to the bed and pulled off his boots. Tomorrow I will find a way to tell her, and then she will be able to go on with her life without me. He lay down and put his hand behind his head. He wanted to cry, but he wouldn’t let himself. No. Just the blessing of this one moment with her was more than he could ever have hoped for. How could he possibly be sad about that?
 
    
 
   Many dyslexics are fantastically talented in areas that require understanding and the ability to intrinsically know how things are put together. Examples abound:  master mechanics who put engines and even whole cars together, architects who design elaborate buildings, painters, dancers, even writers— all have a strong right-brained, creative bent. This reliance on the right brain, which is the natural creative center of the mind, is the hidden treasure that even they do not realize they possess.
 
   Liz sat back, thinking and rethinking through everything, every moment since they had met. It all fit too perfectly for it to add up to anything else. She sat forward, her arms resting on the open book. “He’s dyslexic.” But she shook her head at that. “Jake is dyslexic.” Dyslexic. It suddenly sounded so… unwhole, so abnormal, and Jake was neither of those. He was special, intelligent, fascinating. The problem was, she realized as she continued to think it through, that he had absorbed all of the bad karma of dyslexia without realizing there was anything good about him or it at all.
 
   Once again she sat back, thinking through it all again and again, and suddenly she saw something she had missed. The understanding made her laugh out loud as her gaze went upward. “You planned this, didn’t You? You sent him to me.” She breathed that in. “Or did You send me to him?”
 
   Did it matter? Either way, she felt God’s hand on the relationship. This felt like far more than boy-meets-girl and they fall in love. Her heart jumped at that word and then settled into it peacefully. Yes, she loved him, and this insight into the depths of him only made her love him all the more. He was incredibly strong to have survived with this disability for so long.
 
   There were so many questions she wanted to ask him:  Did the schools know? Was he given any modifications? What form did his dyslexia take? How was he able to write whole novels if he couldn’t even read? How much could he read? Was he functional at all? Was spelling a problem? How about math? Writing?
 
   Then she realized how incredibly hard it might be to ask any one of those questions, much less all of them. He was a man who had suffered a great deal. That much was screamingly obvious. She remembered him sitting over in the corner of the coffee shop— huddled was a better word for it, hunched over his little laptop as if, if he could disappear altogether, he would. Only now did she see the dimness of the light in his eyes and grasp that it was dull for a reason. Her heart ached at the insight. All she wanted to do at that moment was put her arms around him and give him a hug and tell him it could be so much better. He didn’t have to struggle.
 
   She looked over at the clock. It was after midnight, and she had an early morning coming up. As she packed her things away and went to get ready for bed, she began a soft prayer that hardly had words attached to it. God, I don’t even know where to begin with Jake, but I believe You do. Please show me, and Lord, if I’m only meant to help him and not to love him forever, please give me the grace to let go when this is over.
 
    
 
   When the knock sounded on her door the next morning, Liz realized the alarm had never gone off. Yanking herself from the warm bed, she tramped out, not even bothering with a brush or a robe. Her nightclothes— loose fitting navy pants and a white T-shirt— would have to be okay. She didn’t have time for anything wonderful. “I’m coming.”
 
   At the door, she quickly unbolted and unlocked it. In one swing her breath swept from her. He stood there, leaning against the doorpost a handful of wildflowers clutched in his hand. His gaze was down and slowly lifted to hers. His smile could have been no more hesitant. 
 
   However, it was instantly overtaken by concern. His gaze studied her as alarm overtook even the concern. “I’m sorry.” He straightened like a shot. “Didn’t you say seven?”
 
   Liz laughed softly and pushed the fall of hair from her face. “Yeah, but I should’ve told my alarm clock.” She stepped back to let him enter, which he did. He smelled like pine needles and aftershave. Memories from the day before seeped into her consciousness, and she snuggled into their warmth.
 
   “I’m sorry to wake you,” he said barely getting all the way into her apartment. “We don’t have to go right now. I mean, we don’t have to go at all.”
 
   Shutting the door, Liz turned to him. “Did you come all the way over here to tell me we’re not going?”
 
   His gaze slipped back to the flowers. “Well, no. It’s just that…”
 
   She grinned. “So let me get this straight. I’m the one who messed up, and you’re the one apologizing? I like this set-up.”
 
   He looked up at her with surprise at first, but it was quickly followed by amusement which danced in his eyes. 
 
   “Tell you what,” she continued. “Why don’t you make yourself comfortable, and I’ll go try to look presentable.”
 
   The look on his face said he was about to say something, and Liz couldn’t help but feel she might not be able to stay sane after he did. So quickly, she ducked and went back to her room. What she found there when she turned on the light scared even her. Puffy eyes, hair like a rat’s nest. How he hadn’t run screaming from the premises with one look, she had no idea. When she tried to send the brush through her hair, she realized this was going to take more than a comb-through. A full shower complete with six pounds of shampoo might not even fix it.
 
   Grabbing her stuff, she padded down the hallway. The sound of pans in the kitchen lifted her heart. He was here now. It was going to be a glorious day.
 
    
 
   With breakfast on the stove, Jake went into the dining room and set out the glass of flowers. It was all he could find. Then he noticed the thick book lying on the table. Interested but fearful, he stepped closer to it, reached down as if he might get caught at any second, and opened it to a page. 
 
   Somehow he had expected the book to give him some answers to questions he couldn’t even figure out how to ask, but it looked like the same frustrating jumble of words the others always had. He focused, trying to get the words to make sense, but annoyingly, they just didn’t. Why was this always so hard? Was it because of the dyslezia thing? Or was it just him?
 
   Stupid. The word came back to him, slicing through him like a dull knife. He was just stupid. That’s all there was to it. With a crack, he felt like he was back in Mrs. Pettry’s class in fourth grade. Everyone else had read the assignment. All of them. Only he hadn’t. When she called on him, he made some excuse about his dad being sick. It wasn’t true, of course, but he could think of nothing else.
 
   That’s when he’d heard the whisper from someone behind him, “McCoy can’t read. He’s stupid, you know.”
 
   What had she said about being in reading recovery the whole time? He remembered those torture sessions. Even that teacher had eventually given up on him. The pain from so many failed attempts to be normal stabbed into his gut as hot tears burned his eyes. He swiped at them, hating them and himself. Why couldn’t he just be normal? Why was this all so impossible for him?
 
   He heard a door close behind him, and he quickly shut the book, swiped at his eyes, and fled into the kitchen. He was busy finishing up the eggs when she came in.
 
   “Sorry about that,” she said, appearing at his elbow in slim-fitting jeans and an emerald blouse that hung on her just right. “What can I do to help?”
 
   Kiss me and hold me went through his mind as he gawked at her, but with immense effort, he shook out of that thought. “Uh, the bacon should be done in the microwave.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
    
 
   Breakfast was good. He really was a good cook. Liz sat, wishing she could start the conversation that had chased around her head all night long, but how does one go about asking such personal questions? 
 
   “So,” he said, stretching his legs under the table, “you said you’re going back to the Learning Center on Monday?”
 
   “I’m planning on it.” The scoop of eggs took a long, eternity to make it to her mouth as she thought and rethought how to ask him the questions swirling in her mind.
 
   “I think it’s really great,” he said before she had the chance to get anything out.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “That you’re wanting to help people like that. I can’t imagine not being able to read.” He took a bite of bacon although he never really looked at her. “That must be tough.”
 
   Liz nearly choked on the eggs, and she had to take a drink of orange juice to get it down. Way to go, Liz-bet. Boy, you had him pegged… wrong. “Hm.” She cleared her throat and concentrated on her breakfast. “So you really want to go to Stanton Island today?”
 
   He shrugged and half smiled at her. “It’s as good a day as any.”
 
    
 
   As good a day as any turned out to be far better than any Jake had ever lived before it. They boarded the bus just outside her apartment which took them to the subway. The ride was nice, especially when she reached over and put her hand in his. Something about that washed peace into his soul. When they exited the tunnel and headed for the ferry, Jake wondered if there had ever been a more perfect Friday. Shoppers were out in full-force, but since they weren’t in a hurry, it was more a distraction than a nuisance.
 
   “I can’t believe Christmas is coming up,” Liz said, and there was a wistful quality to her voice as their hands swung, connected between them. “Seems like just yesterday school started. I can’t believe how fast this semester has gone.”
 
   Jake looked over at her not believing a lot of things himself. “So have you applied to any graduate schools yet?” The question threatened to rip his heart right out of his chest, but this was important to her, and he wanted to know so maybe he could guard his heart though even as he thought it, he almost laughed. His heart was long, long gone.
 
   “I’m waiting for my test scores.” She shook her head, sending her tresses dancing in the wind under the little tan, knit beret.  “That should be in a couple weeks.”
 
   “So you got any schools in mind?”
 
   “Well, when I started, I thought one of the Ivy Leagues would be cool. You know Princeton, Yale.” She shrugged. “But I think those were more of a dream than anything. Not that they aren’t good schools, but budget-wise and reality-wise, I don’t see them happening.”
 
   For a moment he could breathe.
 
   “Then I had thought about going out to California.”
 
   With that thought, the air jammed into his lungs going nowhere.
 
   “UCLA, Berkley. But I don’t know. That’s so far away, and I’ve really grown to love New York.” Her gaze slipped up to the buildings beyond as his slipped over to her. She was so beautiful, so kind. Nothing like he would have pictured someone who looked like her. Suddenly her gaze swung to his, capturing his soul with such force he nearly tripped over his own shoe. “What about you? Ever think about going back to school?”
 
   Panic flooded through him so quickly, he couldn’t hide the horror in his eyes long enough to get them unglued from hers. “Oh.  Uh. School?” He looked out to the buildings and the people, seeing nothing. “Uh, no. Not really.”
 
   She tilted her head. “Why not? You could take a creative writing class or something. Even if it wasn’t full time. The college has a great Continuing Education Program. I’m sure they have something…”
 
   Jake shook his head, batting away the absurdity of the idea from his heart. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Why not. Why not. Yeah, Jake-y, why not? His mind mocked him just like the other kids had so long ago.  “Uh, well, for one, I don’t have the cash. For two I don’t really have the time.”
 
   “Most of the Continuing Ed classes are like one night a week. What? Are you afraid you’ll miss your coffee fix?” Liz angled her steps into his, and only because she was so much smaller than him did he not get thrown off balance.
 
   “I know.” He lifted his gaze, taking in the bustle of the city around him. Everyone seemed to be going somewhere, so why did he feel so stuck? Suddenly they were upon the ferry entrance. “Oh, here we go.” He turned their steps toward the ticket booth and the ferries that were slicing through the harbor beyond. The sunlight glinted across it making the waves look more like diamonds. He went up to the window and handed over the money. “Two please.” 
 
   She didn’t protest, and he was glad for that. 
 
   Tickets in hand, they headed for the boat that was loading. The statue in all her glory stood out in contrast to the waves that lapped and jostled the boat. 
 
   “Wow. I can’t believe I’m actually here,” Liz said, and he heard the awe in her voice.
 
   He looked down at her as passion and peace filled his. “Me either.”
 
    
 
   The whole ride across the harbor Jake stood behind her on the deck, shadowing her every move. As intimidating and strange as that should have felt, it felt neither. Instead, it felt right, as right and natural as anything ever had. Leaning into her, he pointed out how the folds of Lady Liberty’s dress flowed down the length of her, and Liz had to force the air to go into her lungs at the feel of him being so close. 
 
   “That is so cool,” he said, and when his hand came back down, it rested on her arm sending shivers up and down her. He was so strong, so sturdy, so real.
 
   “It’s so beautiful out here,” she said, brushing the breeze from her hair that slipped across her face. She looked up at him, and he was so near. Somehow that surprised her though it shouldn’t have. When he glanced down at her, her eyes captured his or his captured hers, she couldn’t quite tell which, but she felt that look go all the way through her.
 
   Serenely, slowly, his gaze drifted down to her lips and then back up to her eyes and held there. She was caught somewhere in the middle of him with no way to get out. It didn’t matter. She didn’t want to get out… ever. He leaned down to her, shifting only slightly as his arms cradled her into him. Her eyes slid closed as the beauty of the day ceded control to the awe of him. The first touch of his lips was soft, a request, an invitation which she gladly accepted. 
 
   Under her, the boat swayed or maybe it was the clouds. She couldn’t really tell. Suddenly all in life that mattered was his lips on hers and hers on his. It was as if her body was falling through a dimension of time into another, and she grabbed onto him lest she fall completely off the planet. His arms tightened around her as the kiss between them deepened. How had she ever lived to this moment without feeling this kiss? His kiss? Jake’s kiss. It was more than she could have hoped, more even than she remembered. This one had a solidity to it, a belief that this wasn’t a fluke that would never happen again.
 
   Gasping for breath when the kiss broke, Liz wanted only to ask, no to beg, for more. When she opened her eyes, she found his searching hers… for what? Permission? Assurance? Hope? She smiled softly up at him, answering all his questions with no actual words. Gently she slipped her arms under his jacket and laid her head on the sweater covering his solid chest. She breathed in the day and him. Never had she experienced a moment of such utter perfection.
 
   They held each other just like that the rest of the way across the harbor until the boat docked. Liz was sad to see the trip end but glad when he didn’t let her hand go. Instead, he guided her with the rest of the passengers and held on tightly to her as they disembarked, checking to make sure she made the journey safely. It seemed such a short distance across the harbor yet it felt like she had embarked on the journey as one person and disembarked as someone else. His girlfriend perhaps? The thought made her heart jump with hope. Could he really think of her that way? Or was she misreading the signs? She had misread so many to this point, fear whispered this might just be one more.
 
   Pushing all those doubts away and determined to simply enjoy the day with him, she followed, glad for his hand that never let hers go through the crush of humanity around them. They stepped onto the concrete surrounding the Lady, and Liz shielded her eyes from the onslaught of the sun to look up. The statue that had once looked so small towered above her. Jake mirrored her actions, and she held onto him as her balance swayed beneath her.
 
   “Wow,” she said, breathing the word.
 
   “Amazing,” he echoed as he shook his head. “Did you ever think you would see her?”
 
   Liz glanced up at him, happy she was here, but even happier to be here with him. “I’m glad I waited.”
 
   His look down at her was filled with surprise and then joy. “Me too.”
 
    
 
   “So, what do you think?” Jake asked when they were inside the visitor’s center. “You want to go up to the crown?”
 
   “Well, I didn’t come all this way to stay on the ground.” She laughed at the look on his face. “Did you?”
 
   “Well, no…”
 
   “Great. I’ll race you.” Grabbing the steel handrail, she started up.
 
   Jake followed, hoping the contents of his stomach would stay in him. Somehow in all the excitement of going, he had never quite factored in the height of Lady Liberty. Heights had always done strange things to him, and unfortunately that hadn’t magically disappeared with that toe-tingling kiss on the ferry. It was best not to think about the climb, so he didn’t. Instead, he let himself remember her, how beautiful she was, how soft, how trusting. He vowed as he climbed the steel-mesh innards of the statue that he would never violate that trust. That vow was followed by one that said he would never allow anyone to hurt her ever again.
 
   Finding her was like finding a precious diamond hidden in the dirt. In all of humanity, in all of the chaos, how could he ever have believed such a thing as her was possible?
 
   “This is quite the climb,” she said ahead of him, sounding winded.
 
   He was winded too, but it wasn’t from the climb. “If you want to go back down…”
 
   “Are you kidding? No way.”
 
   “Just thought I’d offer.” Fear was starting to snake into him. Just how far up had they gone anyway? He tried to judge it, to use his mind to see out beyond the steel and copper of the statue surrounding them. Maybe, if he could just get a gauge, he wouldn’t be so blown over by it at the top. He was glad for the light breeze outside as the insides of him began to wonder what it was like in here on a windy day. Did the statue sway with the wind? His body started to sway and pitch with just the thought.
 
   “I think we’re almost there.” Her climbing had slowed presumably for the steepness and length they had already climbed.
 
   “Oh, good.” Clutching more than holding onto the rail, he willed his mind to steady. He could do this. Mind over matter. The power of positive thinking. As a man thinketh…  All the stuff his mother had said and taught him growing up trying to get him to believe in something other than failure. 
 
   “Hi,” Liz said to the guard standing there. “That’s quite the climb.”
 
   “Yes, but the view is more than worth it.”
 
   That’s when he heard her gasp, and his gaze jumped to her in alarm and then followed hers out to the world beyond. The sight nearly knocked Jake off the step he was on, and he grabbed for the railing, wanting to wrap himself around it and never let go.
 
   “Oh, Jake, it’s beautiful!” She leaned toward the gaps in the crown as Jake fought to figure out how he would ever save her if she fell. 
 
   He would have liked to believe he would’ve been brave, put himself in danger to save her, but the sad fact of his life was, he was too terrified to even let go of the railing.
 
   “Wow! Look! You can see the Empire State Building! Look how little the people look down there. They look like ants.”
 
   Jake made it all the way to the top where she stood, but his body was in full-retreat mode.
 
   “Isn’t it incredible?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said weakly. “Incredible.” Don’t hurl, Jake. Just don’t hurl. He closed his eyes, willing his body not to feel how high up they were.
 
   “Oh, wow. You can see her arm out this way.”
 
   Nothing in him wanted to see her arm. Everything in him wanted to get down! 
 
   “It’s amazing.” She shook her head in awe and looked over at him. This look, however, seemed to go deeper than all the others had. “Are you okay?”
 
   “What? Yeah.” He swallowed hard and shrugged, as much as his hands latched onto the railing would let him. Though it was nearly winter, he felt like it must be the dog days of summer. He was sweating, and the heavy wool coat he wore wasn’t helping. “I’m… I’m fine.”
 
   But worry covered her face. “Jake? Are you afraid of heights?”
 
   How he wanted to say no, to act like a tough guy, let go of the railing and show her how unafraid he was. He wanted to, but he couldn’t.
 
   “You are. You’re afraid of heights.” She came back from taking in the view and put her hand on his arm. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I didn’t want to spoil it for you.” His gaze begged hers to both understand and to get him down.
 
   “Well, for the love of Pete, it’s not worth you having a heart attack. Come on. Let’s go.”
 
   Jake wanted to thank her, but he didn’t have the lung capacity to do that, owing to the fact that the air was turning stale from not moving out of him. “Okay.”
 
    
 
   All the way down Liz kept one eye on the steps and one on him. “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah.” But his voice was shaky beyond belief. Why hadn’t she noticed this on the way up? Strange how she had always seen him as somehow indestructible, but the green on his face screamed something very different. He was clutching that handrail as if it might save his life.
 
   “You really didn’t have to go up there,” she said as guilt seeped into her. “You could have told me no.”
 
   He grimaced meekly at her, and she decided that brow-beating him for trying to make her happy probably wasn’t such a great idea.
 
   “I think we’re almost down.” She angled her steps around the bend in the staircase. “You any better?”
 
   “Trying to be.”
 
   “Well, just think happy thoughts. Honey bees. Cherry blossoms. Field of daisies.”
 
   His eyebrows arched. “Field of daisies?”
 
   “Work with me here.”
 
   “Okay. Okay.” He laughed softly. “But I’ve never seen a field of daisies. What does one look like?”
 
   “You don’t know what daisies are?”
 
   “Well, yeah. Aren’t they those little white things with the yellow in the middle?”
 
   “That’s the one. Now just picture a whole field of them.”
 
   “Field or hill?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “Well, yeah. A field is wide and flat. A hill would have more character.”
 
   “Okay.” She laughed, thinking he must be feeling a little better. “Then make it a hill.”
 
   “What time of day is it?”
 
   At first she was going to make fun of him, but then she realized why this was helping. “Um, morning. The sun just came up.”
 
   “Are these wild daisies or in a garden?”
 
   “Wild.”
 
   “Is there a breeze?”
 
   “Yeah, a light one blowing out of the east.”
 
   “You mean the west.”
 
   That stopped her, but she recovered quickly. “Of course, the west. I’ve always been bad with directions.”
 
   He smiled at her. “That makes two of us.”
 
   She laughed at that, happy he was looking better, and even happier he was starting to joke around. “So we’ve got a hill of daisies at sunrise with the breeze blowing out of the west.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Is that it?”
 
   “No, there’s an old wagon wheel in the middle of the daisies.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I missed that.”
 
   His gaze jerked back to her. “You see it too?”
 
   “What? Yeah, totally. Of course, I see it. It’s right there by the fence post, the one with the sagging barbed wire.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, right. I didn’t see that, but you’re right.”
 
   This was, by far, the most bizarre conversation she’d ever had with anyone. “What else is there?”
 
   “I think maybe there’s a house on the other side of the hill. One we can’t see.”
 
   “Oh? Who lives there?”
 
   Jake didn’t say anything for a long time, and Liz’s panic meter went blaring.
 
   “Jake? You okay?”
 
   “What?” His gaze jerked back to her, and something had changed on his face other than it wasn’t pale, ghost white. “Oh, yeah. Yeah. I’m good.”
 
   The noise of the tourists at the bottom increased, and Liz realized they were in fact only steps from the bottom. “Whew. Looks like we made it.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said with a breath. “Looks that way.”
 
    
 
   After being inside the statue, outside felt very, very good. Jake inhaled deeply, trying to snag back onto reality. That was so weird. That picture of the cabin behind the hill. He hadn’t seen that coming at all, and then all of a sudden it was there. Another piece of the puzzle.
 
   “You sure you’re okay?” Liz asked, gazing up at him with concern.
 
   He tried to laugh it all off. “I’m back on solid ground, aren’t I?”
 
   She looked back and up at the statue, but Jake didn’t dare. Even the height of the thing like this freaked him out.
 
   “So you want to go to Ellis?” she finally asked. “Or do you want to walk around a little?”
 
   Walking around sounded like a great idea. “I think we should walk.”
 
   “Then walking it is.” She reached down and took his hand in hers, and together they started down the little sidewalk. They had gone all the way out to the first turn before she continued. “So, you’re afraid of heights then?”
 
   He exhaled, feeling like a complete failure. “Yeah.”
 
   “But you live in New York City. How does that work?”
 
   “Mostly it doesn’t bother me unless I have to go up in something. Looking out is even worse.”
 
   “So you don’t go into tall buildings then?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not if I can help it.”
 
   She nodded and took five more steps. He wanted to say something, to head off what she was about to ask, but he couldn’t think of anything. The headache of being up so high was starting to catch up to him. 
 
   “So what was that?” she asked, glancing behind them. 
 
   “What was what?” He hoped she wouldn’t be able to pin it down.
 
   “That... back there. It was like... like you... I don’t know... suddenly saw something or something.”
 
   She was way too perceptive for her own good.
 
   Jake shrugged, lifting the dark wool of the shoulders of his coat. The world suddenly felt very warm again, and he wasn’t even off the ground this time. “It was nothing. I just...” But he didn’t know how to continue.
 
   “Just?” she asked when he said no more. At one of the little green benches, she slowed and turned them to it.
 
   He sat and she sat next to him, looking more at him than at the view of the harbor beyond which glinted in the sunlight and breeze. Her gaze drilled into the side of his head, searching for the answer or maybe more.
 
   “You know,” she said softly, “whatever it is, you can tell me.”
 
   The invitation pulled his gaze down to the opposite side of the bench. A moment and her hand came to rest on the middle of his shoulders. 
 
   “Jake?”
 
   Hurt twined through him, creating pain every place it touched. “Yeah?”
 
   The center of her gaze softened until it looked like a feather pillow waiting to catch him if he decided to jump.              “I want to know. Can you tell me?”
 
   Could he? Could he trust her that far? His gaze came up but only made it out to the wind and the waves. “I got another piece. I think.”
 
   “Another piece?” She puzzled over that a second. “Of the book?”
 
   Not wanting to, he nodded and then looked over at her, knowing he would find judgment in her eyes. Instead, she was gazing at him with only concern that faded into interest. “Tell me.”
 
   He looked back down, humiliated by the strange workings of a mind he couldn’t control. “I don’t know. I just... when I saw that house on the other side, I just... knew.”
 
   “Knew what?”
 
   A moment and finally he exhaled hard. “I knew that the family from France now lived there.”
 
   Liz nodded, her gaze flitting across his face.
 
   “And they know about the book.”
 
   She was fighting to not sound like he was completely crazy, but it wasn’t working. “Does Jasmine know about them?”
 
   Jake thought about that, trying to dig into the story. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”
 
   “Okay. So what part do they play in the story then? Jasmine already has the book, right?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   “No. I don’t know. The pieces, they don’t always come in logical order. I get this and that and the other thing over there.” He scratched his head. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m just nuts.”
 
   But her eyes softened again. “You’re not nuts, Jake. You’re a creative genius.”
 
   He laughed out loud at that. 
 
   “What? I’m serious.” And she sounded serious too. “You are.”
 
   Jake raised his eyebrows. “That’s one I’ve never heard before.”
 
   Anger coursed across her soft face. “Well, somebody’s got to say it because it’s true. You have this incredible imagination. I wish I could tap into it. You’ve got a gift, Jake.”
 
   “Feels more like a curse.”
 
   She looked down for a moment and then back up at him. “Who else knows about this? About your story-telling I mean?”
 
   Why did it suddenly feel a million degrees on this planet? He shifted to get free of his coat that was going nowhere.
 
   “Does anyone else know?”
 
   Slowly he shook his head though he kept it down. “Only a few people online, but they don’t really know me.”
 
   She was nodding, pulling the truth out of him with each bob of her head.
 
   “Everyone else would think I was crazy.”
 
   “I don’t,” she said softly.
 
   His gaze went over to her, and he had to fight the tears that stung in the backs of his eyes. “I don’t know why.”
 
   And then, just like that, she put her arm around him and pulled him into her embrace. Her hand wrapped up onto his head as she cradled him against her body. “Hey,” she breathed against him. “It’s okay. I promise. We’re going to figure this thing out. We will.”
 
   When he finally sat back, Jake wiped his nose on the sleeve of his coat and stared out at the world that felt so very far away. “I always thought everybody did that, you know.” The words started, and he couldn’t get them to stop. “That they all had the movies going in their heads, but I know now they don’t. I get it that I’m strange like that, that I see things I can’t explain, and I know things and I don’t know how or why I know them, I just do.” He glanced over at her. “Told you I’m nuts.”
 
   Liz pursed her lips together as she looked at him even as he dropped his gaze to his hands. “I’m not sure where you got that or why, but just because you’re different doesn’t mean you’re crazier than any of the rest of us. You’re just crazy in a different way, a cool way. A neat way. But you’re pushing it away instead of letting yourself be what God made you to be.”
 
   He laughed. “I think God messed up when He made me.”
 
   “No.” The word was adamant and hard. “Satan is telling you that, but it’s not true. God made you the way you are for a reason, Jake. He gave you a gift. Now just because you’ve bought into the lie doesn’t make it true.”
 
   “But it’s weird to be like that, to be like me, to see stuff you don’t understand.”
 
   “Or it’s awesome. It all depends on how you look at it.”
 
   A moment and his gaze came over to hers. “You really think it’s awesome?”
 
   She nodded, holding his gaze in her gentle one. “Yeah, I really do. But more than that, I think you’re awesome. I’m so glad God brought you into my coffee shop and let us become friends.”
 
   “Friends?” His gaze dropped between them to her hand which he took in his. “Is that what we are?”
 
   When he slid his gaze back up to hers, there was peace in her soft ones. She held his gaze steadily and carefully. “Unless you want it to be more.”
 
   Somehow he hadn’t expected that answer at all. Everything bad in his life floated away from his consciousness as he drank her in with his eyes. “Yeah.” He was moving toward her, leaning in, closing the space between them. “I definitely want more.” 
 
    
 
   The next few hours passed in a haze. They talked for a while longer and then took the ferry to Ellis Island.
 
   “Can you imagine what it was like,” Liz said, again leaning over the railing, him right behind her. “Can you imagine coming up on this place, not knowing what you were even going to find when you got off the boat? The old ones who gave up their whole life to come here; the young ones who left their families. I can’t imagine.”
 
   Jake rested his hand on the railing at her elbow, his face turned into the wind brushing past them. She looked up at him, and love gripped her so hard she nearly gasped.
 
   “All those hours,” he said as if to the wind. “All those hours on the boat, out there, at the mercy of the wind and the waves, and then you’re here. It must have been incredible.”
 
   Liz dropped her gaze back to the water. “So many of them had no idea what they were even coming to. They didn’t have family here. They didn’t have friends. All they had was a dream they couldn’t even really see.”
 
   “But so much of that was just letting go of what was so they could embrace what could be. Believing that life could be better. Hoping that it could be. Believing it didn’t have to be the way it was back in the old country.”
 
   “Yearning to be free. Free to chart your own course and do what God sent you here to do.” Her gaze swept back out as Ellis Island began to loom larger around them. “But still, I think that would be so hard to really do that, to really let go and trust in what you couldn’t see.”
 
   “I don’t think they were trusting in that.” He looked down at her, and there was a peace that hadn’t been there before when she looked up at him. “I think they were trusting God to get them through it all.” 
 
   That surprised her— him talking about God, but it felt really good to her spirit. “I guess that’s pretty much what we all have to do— trust Him with our unknowns.”
 
   “And be willing to let go.”
 
    
 
   The great hall of Ellis Island where so much of humanity had passed was huge. It soared above them as Jake swung his gaze this way and that to take it all in. He let his hand go to the small of her back so that he wouldn’t lose track of her.
 
   “Wow. This is amazing,” Liz said in awe as she walked slowly just in front of him. “Look at the flags. Can you imagine standing here with maybe a child or two, wondering, hoping, praying you would get through?”
 
   “You can just smell the history, the humanity.” Jake took a deep breath, and she followed. “It’s like all of these millions of storylines in history crossed right here, through this place.”
 
   “Would you get to go to the new country or be sent back to the old?” She touched the wooden railing. “I can’t imagine the fear, the courage.”
 
   “You just wonder, would we even be here right now if it weren’t for them. I mean, I know I’ve got some Irish in me and some German, so chances are that my family came through here.”
 
   “Who knows, we could look out on the wall. See if there are any McCoys listed.”
 
   The thought of the wall— all those undecipherable names— brought him up short, but he covered it with no effort. “Sounds like a plan.”
 
    
 
   Sure enough, half an hour later, they stood at the wall. Jake put his hands back on his hips, leaning backward to take it all in. “There’s so many of them.”
 
   “I read it’s something like 200,000.” Liz dug out the brochure she had stuffed in her pocket. “Yeah, 200,000.”
 
   “Amazing.” He glanced over her shoulder but only that. “You just wonder whatever happened to them all. Did they find the dream they were searching for?”
 
   “Well, it was hardly a road paved in gold if they did. The shanty towns, the hard labor. Still. They were the pillars this whole country is built upon. Their faith and determination built that.” She swept her finger the other way toward New York, and Jake shook his head.
 
   “It’s so hard to believe.” With another small shake of his head, he found a place on the sidewalk to just sit and look up at all the names. What he wouldn’t give to be able to read them all— not just to read them but to ask them to tell their stories, to sit and listen. It would be incredible.
 
   Liz looked down at him and then joined him there, sitting on the sidewalk. “So, what do you think? You glad we came?”
 
   When Jake’s gaze grabbed hers, his smile answered for him. “Very.”
 
   “Me too.” She smiled at him until he couldn’t keep from kissing her. At this rate they were going to have kissed in every historic spot in the whole city. Not that he would mind. When the kiss ended, she snuggled closer to him. “So do you think that family’s name is here?”
 
   Surprise and confusion jumped into him. “What family?”
 
   “That one. From France. You know, the one with the book?”
 
   Jake’s thoughts ricocheted back through their day. “Yeah,” he said with no trace of hesitation or fear. “They were here.”
 
   She angled her gaze up to his face. “And the book?”
 
   A slow smile spread through his entire body. “Yeah. It too.”
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   “So,” Liz said as they sat at the tiny bistro across from her apartment as the sun dipped behind the buildings of New York, “what’s up for tomorrow?”
 
   “I don’t know, Mount Rushmore sounds like fun.” Jake sat back in the little booth, smiling at her in open amazement. Never had he been with anyone so easy to be with.
 
   “Well, that’s a little far out of our budget right now, don’t you think?”
 
   He leaned forward on his elbows, really liking the opportunity to just sit and look at her. “Well, then, what do you have in mind?”
 
   She said nothing for a long minute and then only glanced up at him. “Well...”
 
   Raising his eyebrows, he scanned her suspiciously. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”
 
   “Well.” She shifted in the booth, looking supremely uncomfortable. “I was just thinking. In the interest of Jasmine not keeping you up all night, you could come over to my place and write.”
 
   That slammed him backward with surprise.
 
   Her gaze jumped up to him. “But only if, you know, you want to. I mean, it was just a thought. You don’t have to. I just thought maybe you could write, and I could study.” She shook her head. “Never mind. It was a dumb idea. We can do something else. Unless...” Fear twined through her gaze when it came up to his. “You have something else you need to do tomorrow. I mean, I’m not trying to push you into spending it with me or anything.”
 
   Amusement curled through the remnants of his fear and pride. “Now, what else would I want to be doing?” He reached over and took both of her hands so her fingers dangled over his. Oh, what that simple touch did to his heart and soul. Bending forward, he kissed the top one and then smiled up at her. “You got any other dumb ideas I might like?”
 
   She smiled and then blushed. It made her even cuter than normal. “Maybe one or two.”
 
    
 
   Jake stood in her entryway two hours later, knowing he should leave but not wanting to. “So, what time tomorrow?”
 
   “I don’t know. Eight or nine? Or is that too early? We could do ten or even eleven if that would be better.”
 
   He smiled at her skittishness. “Eight sounds great.”
 
   Liz nodded though she didn’t really look up at him. “I’ll be sure to tell my alarm clock this time.”
 
   Carefully, gently, he brushed the hair from her shoulder. “I don’t know. I kind of liked the unkempt right-out-of-bed look.”
 
   Her face scrunched in a wince. “You can’t be serious. I can’t believe you didn’t run screaming for the exits.”
 
   However, he was now caught firmly in the pull of her soul on his. “Never.” With that, he leaned toward her, his hand brushing the side of her neck and twining up into her hair. It was beyond description what her kiss did to him. For whole swatches of time he was simply lost in it, not even trying to find his way out. The center of him settled peacefully, knowing he had finally found a home where it was safe to be himself. He loved that feeling almost as much as he loved her.
 
   When the kiss broke, he gazed down into her eyes, loving how she was looking at him. “Thanks for today.”
 
   She smiled and nodded. “You’re welcome.”
 
   Then he bent once more, knowing he should be going but never wanting to again. This time he pulled her into his arms and crushed her to him. It was only when he felt her stiffen slightly that his brain caught up with where his body was going and jerked him back. They had come too far to mess it up now. He carefully let her go, making sure she was steady before he did so. “You’ll be all right?”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   “Okay.” He reached for the doorknob, praying she would call him back. The door opened as if on its own power. “I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   Gazing at him, she nodded and almost smiled. “I’ll see you then.”
 
   He shouldn’t, but his heart wasn’t getting the message. Quickly he bent and brushed her cheek with his lips, and then knowing if he stayed even one second longer, he would overstay his welcome, he broke away and headed for the outside. When he turned to glance back, she was still standing there, watching him go. Walking away was the hardest thing he had ever done.
 
    
 
   Liz closed the door with a soft thump and locked it without seeing the bolts and chains. When she was alone, she leaned against the door as quiet tears etched down her cheeks. He was so wonderful, so solid and kind. What had she ever done to deserve him? 
 
   She knew what she had done to not deserve him, and that painful thought jabbed into her. The whole day had been so perfect, and what had she done at the end— pushed him away without even meaning to? It wasn’t her fault her body reacted the way it did. It was scared. She was scared. Maybe more scared than she had ever realized she would be. When he was just Jake— a kind friend who happened to come around once in a while, she had convinced herself that she could do this, that she could handle it, that he would never have to find out.
 
   But today she had willingly agreed, no, even asked him to take it to the next level. However, now that she was here, she realized how dangerous doing that felt to her heart. The bruises and cuts in her spirit were still there. She hadn’t noticed them in a long while, hadn’t taken account of them in so long she had convinced herself maybe they had healed. They hadn’t. And now, somehow she was in the relationship she had wanted for so long with no way to tell him and no will to hurt him.
 
   She put her head in her hands as the tears increased in velocity and volume. “Oh, God, what am I going to do? Please help me not to hurt him. Please.”
 
    
 
   True to his word, Jake was on her doorstep, computer in hand, at eight the next morning. His heart reached up and rapped his knuckles on the door for him. Only one, small thread of him was nervous. The rest of him was just excited.
 
   He heard the locks, and his heart surged. In a blink, the door was open, and like sunshine itself, she stood there looking better than a home-baked pie just out of the oven. “Morning.”
 
   Her soft smile lit his heart. “Morning.”
 
   The kiss was a quick peck, but that didn’t bother him. There was something natural about it, something that said they were comfortable together. “You look wide awake.” He followed her into the apartment where the smells of breakfast wafted out. 
 
   “Yeah, an alarm clock can do wonders.” She disappeared into the kitchen. “You hungry?”
 
   “I wasn’t until I smelled that.”
 
   “Well, it’s a good thing. I think I got enough for five people here.”
 
   “Long as you got coffee, we’re good.”
 
   “Of course I got coffee. Duh.” She glanced back at him standing in the doorway. “Oh, you can put your laptop in the dining room if you want. I’ll bring this out in a minute.”
 
   Jake nodded and had to beat back the nerves to go in and lay his computer down. It looked so very vulnerable sitting there. He scoped out the room around him, sensing where the walls were that would hide what he didn’t want her to see. Yes. After breakfast, he would take her spot at the table. That tiny area was banked by two walls. It would be impossible for her to casually catch a glance at his screen. But what if she didn’t catch a casual glance? What if...?
 
   “Breakfast is ready.”
 
    
 
   During breakfast, Jake seemed quieter than usual, and he was usually pretty quiet. Liz noticed but didn’t have the heart to ask. The why of it might lead back to the night before, and she didn’t want to chance that. So she mostly ate her breakfast slowly, trying not to watch him but watching him just the same.
 
   “These eggs are really good,” he said without exactly looking up.
 
   “I used some of that seasoning we got for the turkey. I didn’t want it to go to waste.”
 
   “Mmm.” But that was all he said.
 
   “So have you heard any more from Jasmine?” Liz bit into her own eggs thinking it was a little odd to be asking as if Jasmine was a real, live person.
 
   “Luckily she finally let me sleep.” He took a drink of orange juice. “I just hope she shows up today.”
 
   “How many pages do you have written on this one anyway?”
 
   “Well, that depends on which one you mean. I already had the one started. I have about 75 pages of it, but this one about the book is different. I’ve written about 20 pages on it.” He inhaled a long breath and then exhaled. “I feel kind of scattered with all of it, you know?” His fork scraped back and forth across the plate. “I don’t know which one to work on. It’s like having too much homework, you never know just where to start.”
 
   “Ugh. I hear you there. This final paper I’ve got in psych class is due next week. I should’ve already had the thing written, but do you think I can get myself going on it?”
 
   Surprise jumped to his face. “You’re a procrastinator?”
 
   “A procrastinator? I can be the procrastinator if it’s something like this. Ugh. I just don’t see the point of psychology, you know? Most of it is just mumbo-jumbo.”
 
   “But isn’t that where you found the dyslemia stuff?”
 
   She laughed. It was nice to have someone around to lift her spirits with jokes. “Dyslexia, and yes. I’ve thought about doing it on that, but it’s so big. I need an angle. Not the whole thing.”
 
   Jake laid his fork to the side, cleared his throat, and wiped his mouth with the napkin. “How about what the struggle to read does to a kid’s ability to learn?” He took another drink of orange juice as her gaze went across the table to him.
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   He set the glass down, looking only at it. “Well, let’s say you have this kid, and let’s say he’s in fourth grade. He’s way behind already. What does that do to him not just academically but socially? Is he still an outgoing kid, or does he give up not just on reading but on himself?”
 
   There was something about the way he said it that glued her gaze to him. “It must be really hard,” she said softly, “to keep trying when you’re not getting it. To watch the other kids and wonder what’s wrong with you. I can’t imagine.” She shook her head slowly, liking the idea for the paper as she bent her head back to her breakfast. “I bet I could talk to Mrs. McLaughlin. She’d probably have some stats and stuff. The paper’s only three pages.”
 
   “So have you gone back?”
 
   “To the Literacy Center?”
 
   “Yeah.” It was incredible how intimate his look was from all the way across that table. It was soft and warm and safe.
 
   Liz shook her head slowly. “No. Not yet.”
 
   The look never dropped. “What are you waiting for?”
 
   She didn’t know, and yet she did. Life had a way for her of not working out— especially when she wanted something so badly. “To not be afraid?” she asked softly without looking at him.
 
   He inhaled sharply and then reached across the table to take her hand. “I think it’s time to jump.”
 
   Her smile drifted up from her heart, gaze down at their hands, she nodded. “I think so too.”
 
    
 
   All day Liz worked on her paper on the couch, and Jake worked on the book at the table. They broke for lunch around one, ate quickly, laughed a lot over the grilled cheese sandwiches, and then got back to work. By seven her paper was all-but finished. The two books from the library had helped immensely. Now all she needed to do was swing by the Literacy Center on Monday, ask a few questions, add those in, and she was home free.
 
   Shutting down her laptop, she pulled herself up from the floor by the coffee table. At the dining table he sat, his chin in his hand, reading. It was beyond belief that a guy like him was here with her, looking like that— both the gorgeous and the comfortable. She tugged at the bottom of her shirt. “How’s it coming?”
 
   “Okay. Jasmine just located the house behind the hill.”
 
   “Oh, really? Cool. Does she know who lives there yet?” Liz walked over to the table and started toward him, but before she could get there, he straightened and shut the lid of the computer.
 
   “Not yet, but she still has the book, and she hasn’t been shot yet though it was a close call at the library.”
 
   Stopping perpendicular to where he sat at the table, Liz leaned on a chair. “So what happened to Mr. Nguyen, the library guy?”
 
   He shook his head one way. “Don’t know.”
 
   “Will you ever know?”
 
   The shrug was barely there. “Don’t know.”
 
   A moment and she shook her head. “I don’t know how you do that.” With that, she pushed away from the chair and headed into the kitchen to dig up what was left of the turkey.
 
   “Do what?” He stood, stretched, and then followed her.
 
   “That would make me crazy not knowing. I don’t know how you start writing without knowing where it’s going.”
 
   At the door, he leaned his shoulder against it, hands in his pockets as he watched her. “I don’t either, but what can I do? That’s the way the stories come to me.”
 
   She glanced at him, rolled her eyes, and smiled. “It would drive me nuts.”
 
   With a teasing glint in his eye, he smiled back. “Not a very far drive from what I can tell.”
 
   Her mouth dropped open in shock, and she spun on him. “You know for someone who’s about to be fed by me, you sure are brave over there.”
 
   He smiled again as he pushed away from the frame. “Good point. What can I do to help?”
 
    
 
   Three hours later it was time for him to go home, not that either of them wanted him to.
 
   “So, tomorrow?” he asked, praying she didn’t have anything else to do. The past three days had been more wonderful than he could imagine three days could be.
 
   Liz half-smiled as she looked up at him. “What are you going for the record or something?”
 
   He wished he wasn’t holding the infernal laptop so he could take her in his arms. He considered putting it down but thought that would be too obvious. “I guess I like to live dangerously.”
 
   A moment and she nodded. “Well, I’m going to church at seven...”
 
   She never really finished the invitation, but he got the message.
 
   “Then I’ll be there at seven.”
 
    
 
   Jake sat next to her the following morning. Thankfully, this time he wasn’t late. The church was still fascinating to him. He wanted to ask someone about the statues, about the artwork— where it came from, who the artist was, when had they acquired it. It was like the stories of the whole world were opening up to him, and he had the distinct feeling it had everything to do with her. Reaching over when she sat down, he took her hand and smiled at her. Never had he been more grateful.
 
   It was a good bit into the service when they read something he assumed was from the Bible though he’d never actually owned a Bible nor read one. The story was about a guy who had a son, and he was desperate to get the son cured. And then Jesus cured the kid. Jake glanced up at the statue of Jesus on the cross at the front. Something about the face of that man struck him. It was sad, tired, ready to give up. He understood that look though he had never been nailed to a cross.
 
   “The faith of a mustard seed,” the preacher said when he closed the book and started just talking. “‘If you have the faith of a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, ‘Be thou removed and be cast into the sea’ and it will obey you.’ Do you hear those words? How many of us have mountains in our lives? Mountains. Problems. Obstacles. Hurdles. I’d be willing to bet all of us do. Whether it’s a sick child or a sick marriage, whether it’s what to do about your job or your schooling, whether it’s some type of addiction or someone you’re at odds with. Every one of us has a mountain standing in our way.
 
   “You see, a mountain is anything that’s stopping us. It’s anything that we think is too big to handle on our own, and let me tell you, that can be a lot of things. For the disciples of Jesus it was this child, possessed by demons and brought by his father. The disciples tried to cast the demon out, but they couldn’t do it. Why not?
 
   “Jesus says they didn’t have enough faith. Why do our mountains not move? Because we don’t have enough faith. How much faith do we need?” He gripped the sides of the podium and then looked across the sparse crowd. “Jesus tells us:  We need faith the size of a mustard seed. And just how big is a mustard seed? Think about putting a dot on a piece of paper. That’s the size of a mustard seed, and that’s all the faith we have to have to move our mountains.
 
   “But how can that be, you ask. I’ve prayed. I’ve stood on the Promises of the Bible, and my mountain still hasn’t moved. Ah, but faith is not just prayer, it is not just affirming that God is. It is trusting God enough to give the problem to Him. Faith is calling out to God in our weakness and saying, ‘Lord, I can’t do this!  It’s too big for me. I need Your help.’
 
   “That’s faith. That’s giving yourself and your situation over to the One Who can move mountains. You see, most of us when we’re confronted with a mountain, we get out the shovels and start digging. We get out our pick axes and go to work trying to move the mountain ourselves. Or we make maps and plans and agendas to get around the mountain. Basically, we do, do, do, do until we can’t do-do anymore.”
 
   People in the congregation laughed.
 
   “But all that doing, all that trying to effort ourselves through a situation is not what Jesus is calling us to do. He’s calling us to recognize at a fundamental level that we can’t do it. He’s calling us to see that only by falling on the Grace of God, on the Mercy of God, on the Strength of God can we ever hope to move that mountain that’s standing in our way. But! And Jesus said it, ‘If you have that much faith, you can say to this mountain, ‘Be thou removed... Get out of my life! Move out of my path, O, mountain. And God will resolve that situation with His Power in His time. So have the faith to put whatever your mountain is in His hands and watch Him go to work, and you will see miracles happen.”
 
   Jake contemplated the pastor’s words. He had never heard anything like them before. The weak part he got. It was how he had always felt. He well remembered in school, freaking out at every new assignment, knowing he couldn’t do it, and praying it would go away. But could this be the answer? Could the answer to the mountain of his own stupidity be putting it into God’s hands? He thought about the shovel and the pick-axe and nearly laughed out loud. He had certainly tried it that way, and it hadn’t worked. As his gaze came up to the church arching above him, he thought through everything and then glanced at her. Winding his hands up under his arms, he considered it all. He didn’t know how to make things work with her any more than he knew how to get all the squiggly red lines off his laptop. Yes, the truth was he needed help— desperately. Maybe more desperately than even he had realized.
 
   Putting his head down, he let his hands fall to the pew ahead of him, and he gripped it, holding on lest he collapse to the ground by the sheer weight of the mountain he was trying to move. The truth was, he’d tried everything else. He was ready to try something new. “God,” he whispered so softly it might have only been in his heart, “I’m so lost here. You’ve given me these amazing things— the stories and Liz, but God, I don’t know what I’m doing with either one. I need Your help. The guy said all I had to have was the faith of a mustard seed. Well, that’s about all I’ve got right now— one, little, tiny spec, but I’m going to use it right now to say, ‘Help!’ I need help, Lord. I do. I need help to move this mountain. I can’t do it alone. I’ve tried. I’m so tired of feeling like this, Lord. I’m so tired of feeling like it’s all so hopeless, like I can’t do it.”
 
   He shook his head slowly. “I can’t, Lord. I honestly can’t, and if You don’t, I guess I’m going to be shoveling on this stupid mountain forever. Please, help me, Lord. Please.”
 
   There was no bolt of lightning, no thundering voice from above, but peace settled over and through Jake, and when Liz knelt, so did he. He didn’t understand all of it, but that one mustard seed of faith already felt like it was changing things— inside of him if nothing else, and maybe even that would be enough.
 
    
 
   They stopped at the little bistro on the way home to get breakfast in pita sandwiches. Liz watched him trying not to as they sat at the tiny table. Something had changed though she couldn’t quite tell what that something was. “How was church?” she finally asked, hoping she wasn’t overstepping her bounds— whatever those even were anymore.
 
   Jake’s face went through five emotions before he said anything. “Interesting.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   He fingered the edge of his sandwich. “Do you believe all that stuff about the mountains?”
 
   That surprised her and sent her backward. Besides the youth group where she didn’t talk much, she’d never really discussed her faith with anyone. “Yeah. I mean, I’d like to.”
 
   Concern and confusion drifted through his eyes. “But you’ve been doing this church thing for a long time.”
 
   Liz puzzled over the statement for a moment. “So that means I should have it all figured out then.”
 
   He shrugged. “Something like that.”
 
   No longer eating, she thought that through. “Well, to tell you the honest truth, I feel like those disciples a lot of times. I want to have faith, I try, you know, but sometimes I’m left going, ‘God, why didn’t that work? I worked so hard, and it just flopped.’”
 
   More confusion crossed his face. “But that’s not what he said, was it? I mean, he said the faith part is putting it in God’s hands and not trying to do it yourself. At least I think that’s what he was saying.”
 
   She thought about that, leaned forward, and took a drink. “Maybe that’s my problem.” She sat back again, thinking it all the way through. “Maybe I’m trying to do too much myself.”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, me too.”
 
    
 
   “So how’s the story coming?” she asked at two when they broke for lunch. She had ditched the paper and was now just reading and taking notes on the two books. They were fascinating.
 
   “Okay, I guess.” He scratched his ear as he closed the laptop. 
 
   She had come to know and accept that he was not going to let her read it. That much was now a given. 
 
   “Jasmine finally found the guy that lived out in the sticks, but he’s an ornery old coot. He nearly shot her too.”
 
   “Man, she doesn’t exactly lead a quiet life, does she?” Liz went into the kitchen and found she only had Tuna Helper left in the cupboard. “How are you on tuna?”
 
   At the door he shrugged. “Fine by me.” He went over to the cabinet and leaned on it to watch her and to help. “So how’s the book? The one you’re reading.”
 
   “Great. It’s so interesting, you know?” She reached into the cabinet to get the tuna can, which she handed to him, and he went to work opening it. “Like, did you know that the prison system actually estimates the number of beds they need by how many kids can’t read by the third grade?”
 
   The can slipped out of his hands and hit the counter. “No kidding?”
 
   “Yeah, but the weird thing is some schools don’t even classify dyslexia as a learning disability. I mean, hello!  Kid’s struggling over here. Do something!” 
 
   He handed her the tuna. “But what can they do? What can a school do if they figure out a kid has this?”
 
   “Lots of things actually, but they all cost money. That’s the problem. The schools are understaffed the way it is. Teachers aren’t given real training in how to work with kids like this, so they are just kind of pushed off into the corner, passed on to the next grade and good luck. In fact, in that other book, the guy said his first grade teacher said not to worry about that he was having trouble reading because a lot of kids have trouble learning to read in first grade.”
 
   “Do they get it then in second?”
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t know. Do they? Or does the second grade teacher think they will get it in third and on and on until no one’s really done anything about it?”
 
   “But there’s testing now, in the schools. You have to pass to go on.”
 
   “Ah, yes. Enter the special ed teachers. Special ed used to be for those who really, really couldn’t do it. Now, the special ed teachers are reading the tests to the kids who could do it if they could read.”
 
   “But they can’t read, so they can’t do it.”
 
   “But they could if they could read... obviously because they can do it if someone else reads it for them.”
 
   “Yeah, but does it help to read it to them and pass them because they know the stuff if they don’t really have the reading skills to do it themselves?”
 
   Liz shook her head and sighed. “I don’t know. Does it?”
 
    
 
   It was a question she struggled with the rest of the afternoon as she read more. The stumbling block for these kids was a lack of reading skills. Most, if not all, of them could do it if they could read it, but they couldn’t do it if reading was the real issue. Which led right back to why they couldn’t read in the first place and how to teach kids who couldn’t read to do so. Jake had gone to the restroom, so the room was quiet except for the noise of the traffic outside her window. She put her head back on the couch cushions and thought through everything she had learned. It was a maze with no real answer.
 
   Then a thought hit her. “Okay, God. I’m here. This is my faith of a mustard seed.” She felt silly even saying the words, but she pushed that away and continued, “Do this for me. Show me what I’m missing here.”
 
   The brochure. Her mind clicked on that image and held there. It had listed all of the services at the Literacy Center. Nothing else came, so she stood and went over to her backpack that was lying next to the wall in the dining room. Hoping it would still be in there, she picked the backpack up and stood to go back to the couch to find it. However, with one, single glance at his laptop, her whole world slammed to a stop. Her gaze narrowed on the sea of squiggly red  and green lines as confusion laced with worry coursed from her head, slithering down into her heart. She stepped one small step closer and narrowed her gaze at the words.
 
   Jasmin gav the man the tiket, hopeg he wud not notis the noch on the side.
 
   Her breath hitched as skimming, her gaze took it all in as she fought to make sense of any of it. She heard the door open down the hall, and the sound jerked her upward and propelled her back to the couch where she plopped down. The backpack. Only then did she remember she still had it in her hand. She was looking for something in the backpack except she couldn’t remember what that something was.
 
   “How’s it going?” Jake stopped at the back of the couch and leaned there as he brushed her shoulder with his hand.
 
   “Oh, g-good.” Her hands shook so violently she could hardly manage the zipper. “You?”
 
   He took a long breath and let it out slowly. “Good since I’m here with you.” Leaning over, he pecked her cheek. Then he straightened and stretched. “You about ready for some supper?”
 
   “Uh, y-yeah. What are we having?”
 
   “Well, unless we go shopping, I think we’re stuck with tuna surprise and the last of the pumpkin pie.”
 
   “Hm. Sounds good.” There it was. The brochure. “Um, I’m just going to read through this, and then I’ll be there.”
 
   “No biggie. I think I can work a microwave.” With that, he pushed away from the couch and went into the kitchen. 
 
   Her heart was pounding like a kick drum. Those squiggly red and green lines continued to snake across her consciousness as she forced herself to read through the list of Signs and Symptoms of Dyslexia on the brochure. Creative. Imaginative. Good with Hands. Poor spelling. The words started lodging in her throat. Poor reading skills. Her mind cris-crossed back and forth through their time together. What had she seen him read other than his own story? Anything? Surely there was something, some clue.
 
   Possible difficulty in math. Frustration with schoolwork. Inability to complete homework in normal amount of time. Reading sentences over and over. Decoding issues.
 
   She could read no more. Every word hurt like a knife. Not that she knew for sure, and yet she did. From the kitchen she heard him humming softly, and it broke her heart. How much was he covering up? How much had he gone through? Had anyone ever helped him? Had he even finished school? How would she ever ask?
 
   Suddenly in clear view, the mountain loomed large and frightening in front of her, and knowing nothing else to do, she bowed her head and prayed as she never had before. “Oh, Lord, please help me here. I need to know what to do for him. Please, please help.”
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   “So, how’s the story going?” Liz asked over her tuna although eating was last on her list of things to do. Truth was, she felt kind of sick, but she took a bite trying to act normal— whatever that was anymore. The noodles tasted like mushed-up bland baby food, which wasn’t helping.
 
   “Good. Jasmine finally got the old guy calmed down. At least he’s not going to shoot her now.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “Yeah, and now she has this ticket thing she found in the book. I think it has to do with the Holocaust.”
 
   “The Holocaust? How can you tell?”
 
   He narrowed his gaze as if he was trying to see something in his mind. “It’s just this feeling I have, that somehow it’s all connected.” Then he opened his eyes fully and shook his head. “I don’t know. Who knows where any of this is going. Maybe nowhere.” He forked through the noodles, laughing at what he clearly perceived to be a joke.
 
   But to her this was no laughing matter. It was as serious as life got. This leap of faith felt more deadly than any she had ever taken before, but she wanted to know, no, she needed to know. And now was as good a time as any to start asking. “I guess you were really good in school, huh? I bet the teachers loved you.”
 
   Surprise laced with a definite thread of fear crossed through his eyes. “I wouldn’t go that far.”
 
   “Yeah, but I bet English was a snap for you. History too. I mean, you just seem like a sponge for that stuff.”
 
   Worry, panic, terror, they all paraded through his eyes though he quickly covered them with a shrug before his gaze fell to the noodles on his plate. “Oh, you know. School was okay I guess.”
 
   She reached for her glass and took a drink, willing herself not to spill it. “So where did you graduate from anyway? I never did ask.”
 
   He looked ready to jump off a cliff in the other direction, and his glance up really wasn’t. “Oh, uh…” He scratched his head as if he’d suddenly developed a bad case of lice. “You wouldn’t know it. It’s not one of the bigger schools.” At that he stood and headed to the kitchen. “There’s only one slice of pie left. Are we sharing it, or are you going to be nice and let me have it?”
 
   Deep knowing settled into her. He was running. That much was obvious now. It took a full ten seconds to get the answer out of her mouth. “You take it. I’m not very hungry.”
 
    
 
   It wasn’t his fault. It really wasn’t. Somehow Jake had just hoped the subject of his past would never come up with her. It was so much easier to live in the present. However, when the dishes were finished, he knew in the pit of his stomach that he couldn’t go on any longer hiding who he really was. Besides, he was tired of hiding it. When he was alone, it was easier. This just felt too much like lying. Maybe she would understand. Maybe she wouldn’t. But she deserved to know the truth one way or the other.
 
   She was already back on the couch reading when he shut off the light in the kitchen and stepped into the dining-living area. His heart jerked at the sight. She was so beautiful sitting there, and he heaved a sigh, praying she wouldn’t throw him out once she knew. Fear yanked him backward, making every step to that couch feel like it took all the effort in the world. How could he face this? What words could he use? “God, help. Please.”
 
    
 
   Liz heard him come into the room. She had expected him to go to the laptop on the table— the one with all the confusing squiggly lines, but he didn’t. Instead, he came over to where she was on the couch and sat down on the other side of it. Hope that maybe he was coming to spend time with her nosedived with one glance over at him. He looked ready to run or to jump off the nearest high-rise, and that thought dragged up the memory of how scared he was in the statue. Yes, it was the same look he had now.
 
   She closed her book and laid it on the coffee table. “You okay?”
 
   He leaned forward and rubbed his hands together; however, he didn’t say anything.
 
   Fear knocked across her heart hard. “Jake?”
 
   The breath was slow and deliberate, and he never so much as glanced at her. “Um, I have something to tell you, and I don’t know how you’re going to take it.” He swallowed so that she saw his Adam’s apple bob.
 
   “Okay.” She sat up, scooted toward him, and then leaned toward him before putting her hand over his. “Tell me.”
 
   Worry and wonder twined in her as he sat there saying nothing. Would he really trust her that much? 
 
   His glance at her spoke of both fear and embarrassment, and when he put it back on their hands in his lap, he let out another gasp of air. Finally he closed his eyes and shook his head. “I never...” He let out another breath. “Um. I never... finished.”
 
   So it was true. “Finished?” The word tried to coax more out.
 
   Pain flowed from his face like a raging river down a mountainside. It hurt to watch. Then his gaze came to hers and held. The pleading in it, the begging her not to trash him shattered her already fragile heart. “High school. I never finished high school.”
 
   She had known, maybe almost the whole time but this knowing felt very different than that. This one actually hurt. “Why not?”
 
   That question sent his gaze skittering again, and her heart panged at his obvious desperation to get away.
 
   “It’s okay, Jake. Really. It is. I just want to know.”
 
   He stood and took two steps away from her so that all she could see were the black jeans and blue plaid over T-shirt he wore. The struggle he was having was as clear as the struggle in her own heart over how to help him. “I don’t know. I... just... I couldn’t do it, you know? I couldn’t... Everything was just so dang hard. I tried. I really did, but it just kept getting harder and harder, and I finally had to admit that I couldn’t do it. So when I was a junior, I quit. Dropped out and went to work at the ship yards.”
 
   Liz listened, absorbing the pain in the words, and then she stood. She went over to him and gently took hold of him to turn him around to face her. Only then did she see the silver tears shimmering in his eyes although they never fell. “It’s okay, Jake. Really it is.” She pulled him to her and held him, willing him to feel the love in her embrace.
 
   In her arms, he sniffed and swiped at his eyes. “You don’t deserve this. You deserve somebody great. Somebody who has their act together. Not me.”
 
   But she only shook her head in his chest. “No, Jake. Don’t do that to yourself.” She backed up so she could look into his eyes again, which didn’t really work because he looked as if he might never have the courage to look at her again. “No. Now, look. You listen to me. This is not you. Okay? You are brilliant and creative and intelligent. And you have so much to offer this world, so don’t you dare quit on yourself. You hear me?”
 
   She hugged him again because he said nothing. Then breaking the hug, she took his hand to lead him back to the couch. He came behind her dragging his feet rather than walking. When they sat, she made sure to sit right next to him, their legs touching, her hands clasped over and through his. “Talk to me, Jake. I really want to know.”
 
   He sat for a moment before his gaze fell to the darkness at his feet. “I think I have that dys... thing, whatever it is.”
 
   “Dyslexia.”
 
   He nodded and she joined him in the nod.
 
   “How do you know?” she asked gently.
 
   His gaze came up to hers, and she’d never seen anyone so torn apart. It made her cry out again to God to help her through this because she was on standing water that could swallow her up at any moment. After another ten seconds, he let out a breath and stood. She followed him with only her gaze this time as he went around the couch and over to his laptop. Her heart jammed into her throat as she fought to hold onto calm.
 
   In what felt like two seconds he was back, sitting next to her, opening the lid of the thing. He took one more glance at her and hit the power button. It took a small eternity for it to come on, and when it did, Liz braced herself for what she would see there. She already knew, but that had been only a glimpse at the outcome not at the horrendous amount of effort it took to get there. Tears pooled in her eyes as she saw first the red and green scrawled on the screen and then the look on his face. His head was down, but she could see the humiliation etched there just the same.
 
   When he looked up at her, there was a sad apology in his eyes. “That’s why I didn’t want to show it to you.”
 
   She dragged in a ragged, shaky breath to keep the tears down as she shook her head, embracing him with her gaze, praying he would know she wasn’t going anywhere. “How long have you known?”
 
   With a small shake of his head, he turned the computer back to him and closed the lid. “Since I was little. I just never knew what to call it until you started telling me all that stuff.”
 
   Anger pummeled into her. “You never knew until now?”
 
   He exhaled hard and put the computer on the coffee table with a small crack. “No. I always thought it was just me.” Coming back he took hold of his wrist with his other hand. “And I’m still not real sure it’s not.” Not even a glance came her way. “I know. I’m a writer who can’t write. That’s a pretty sad, huh?” He sounded as if his spirit had been beaten into submission, and she realized then that it had.
 
   Slowly she bridged the small gap between them. “Jake, look at me.”
 
   He didn’t for a long minute, and then his gaze slipped up to hers.
 
   She willed calm into her heart. It was time to be strong for both of them. “I don’t know how, but we’re going to get you help.”
 
   Jake shook his head and flopped back onto the cushions.
 
   “Yes, Jake. Now, you listen to me. This is not hopeless, and I’m not about to let you give up on yourself.”
 
   “I’ve been trying... to fix this my whole life. What makes now any different?”
 
   A smile brushed her heart. “Well, for one thing you’re not alone anymore. For another, I know where we can find the answers. Look. I am not going to just let you out there to twist in the wind. I hate what this thing does to kids, and I hate what it’s doing to you. I look at you, and I see this terrific guy who’s got so much to offer, and I’m not willing to let you go the rest of your life without doing something to fix it.”
 
   He let his head fall to the side to look at her. “Yeah, but is it fixable? I mean, I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
 
   “Yeah, but I do.” The determination solidified in her chest as she leaned into his arm then, and although it took a moment for his embrace to fall around her, it finally did. She slid her gaze up to him. “This time you’re not doing this alone. Okay? We’re in this together. You and me. And we’re going to find the answer.”
 
   His only reply was rubbing her arm with his hand and one small kiss on the top of her head. But it was enough. She closed her eyes, hugged him to her, and whispered a silent plea that God would show them the way.
 
    
 
   When he finally got to the door to leave, Jake felt as though he’d gone ten rounds with the heavy weight contender.
 
   “Will you be all right getting home?” Liz asked as with her arms around him, she gazed up at him.
 
   He turned a small, grateful smile down on her. “Yeah. I’m fine.”
 
   “Okay.” She pulled him to her and put her head on his chest. How she could make something so simple feel so incredible, he couldn’t clearly tell. “I’ll go by the Literacy Center tomorrow. Don’t worry, okay? We’re going to figure something out.”
 
   What else could he do? What could he say? He’d fought for so long. Was he really going to turn down help even if it was pointless? Wearily he relinquished the fight into her hands. He was tired of fighting. “K.”
 
   “And don’t you dare stand me up at the coffee shop tomorrow night either. You hear me?”
 
   This nod had even more weary attached to it. “K.” Funny, was she starting to read his thoughts as well? But he wouldn’t stand her up now even if he wanted to. “I’ll be there.”
 
    
 
   Liz’s tennis shoes slapped on the concrete as she hurried to the Literacy Center the next afternoon. She had three hours, and she had a feeling that wasn’t going to be nearly enough. At the doors, she let out a breath, closed her eyes, said a breath of a prayer, and then boldly told the mountain to move. With a small smile, she pushed into the doors.
 
    
 
   All morning as he worked the forklift back and forth, Jake thought about her. She hadn’t run... yet. Whole pieces of him still said she would eventually, that sooner or later she would see he was hopeless and it was hopeless and then she would be gone. Still, she wasn’t gone now, and somehow that gave him one, tiny glimmer of hope to hold onto. “God, I don’t know if You’re listening right now, but I need you here. Please, show me how to believe even though all I see is how this can’t ever work.”
 
    
 
   “Why Liz,” Mrs. McLaughlin said with a smile, “I thought you had forgotten all about us.”
 
   “No.” Liz clutched the strap of her backpack trying to focus on the woman and not the other eight people in the room. They were all moving blocks around on the tables. She needed so many answers to so many questions, she didn’t know where to start. “Um, can we... talk? Somewhere without...” She glanced around, and Mrs. McLaughlin caught at least something of the apprehension.
 
   “Certainly. We can talk in my office.”
 
   “Thank— thank you.”
 
   She followed the woman across the gold-carpeted area, past the tables, and into a small office with windows on the other side.
 
   “Please, have a seat.”
 
   Sitting with her nerves so on-edge was not easy, but she managed to accomplish it.
 
   “Now, what can I do for you?”
 
   It was strange how scared and shaky she suddenly felt, how embarrassed by the need to ask for help. She breathed all of that down. Nothing upon nothing was going to stop her now. “Well, I found out something rather interesting over the weekend.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah. See there’s this guy. He’s...” She’d never actually put it into out-loud words before. “Well, he’s my boyfriend.”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin nodded but said nothing.
 
   “We’ve known each other for a while now, and I always knew he wanted to be a writer. He comes up with all these amazing stories, and he knows history like I wish I did. But last night was the first time... Well, he showed me his book, on the computer, and it’s just... Well, it’s a mess to be honest with you. Not grammar-wise. Well, I don’t even know about that because it’s completely unreadable. The whole thing is just covered in red and green lines.”
 
   “From an editor?”
 
   “No, from the computer. It’s like every other word is misspelled.”
 
   Comprehension began to dawn on Mrs. McLaughlin’s face. “How old is your friend?”
 
   “Um, about 30 I think. We talked about it later, and he never finished high school. He dropped out when he was a junior and went to work out on the docks. I want to help him, but I don’t even know where to start. He thinks it’s hopeless, not that I blame him, looking at that screen, it looks kind of impossible to be honest with you. But I can’t help but think maybe God has a hand in all of this. I mean, maybe He, I don’t know, set this up or something so I could get Jake hooked up with someone who can help him, or maybe I’m supposed to help him. I don’t know. I’m really confused right now and trying to figure out what to do next.” She caught the woman’s look. “Sorry. I’m rambling.”
 
   “No. No. That’s quite all right.” A moment and Mrs. McLaughlin stood. She stepped over to the window and turned to lean there. “I remember those days very well.”
 
   Puzzled, Liz tilted her head. “What? What days?”
 
   A moment and Mrs. McLaughlin’s gaze fell to the tiles at her feet. “My son was also dyslexic. I was a teacher at the time. An English teacher. I would read the wallpaper on the wall if someone would let me. When he got into kindergarten and we first started seeing the signs, I was bound and determined this kid was going to read. And he did... to begin with. Okay, so I found out later he was memorizing everything, but he could tell me every word on the page, so I thought he was reading.
 
   “First grade it got a little worse. Second grade was worse still. I was teaching on the high school level, but I could tell Michael just wasn’t getting it. He would spend hours on his homework. He never wanted me to help him. And his grades just kept getting worse and worse and worse and worse. I’ve never felt so helpless in my life.” She smiled a smile meant to stop the tears, and Liz knew that feeling very, very well.
 
   “So when he was in third grade and a year and a half behind the other kids, I finally pulled him out and decided I would teach him on my own.” She laughed softly. “That proved to be harder than I ever would have guessed. We spent a lot of hours at that kitchen table, him trying to read, me trying to be patient with him trying to read. I was at a complete loss as to what to do, so I started researching it— what would cause a kid who was obviously intelligent to not be able to read. I asked my colleagues. I asked anyone and everyone I could think of.
 
   “And then one day a friend of mine said her child was having the same problems, and a teacher had mentioned that it might be dyslexia. Now that was back in the day when no one had ever heard of dyslexia, but I latched onto that word like a hungry dog on the last bone. I went to the library, got every book— all two of them. I went to every meeting I could find, and then I stumbled upon the decoding system we use here. I started working with Michael just like you saw Charlie do the other day, and lights came on. Not a lot and not real fast, but finally, this was the answer we’d been looking for. Michael owns his own computer business now. He loves those things. We call him the computer whisperer.” She laughed again. “But I think back now and wonder where he would’ve ended up if we hadn’t gotten him the help he needed.”
 
   “How hard is it to learn to do this, to teach it?”
 
   “It’s not hard, but it does take some time.”
 
   “And how long does it take to help someone?” She may have asked all the questions before, but now they were personal.
 
   “It depends on the person— how open they are, how severe the dyslexia is, and how much they are willing to work.”
 
   “If... if someone was going to come in to the Literacy Center, how much would it cost them?”
 
   “Our center is free. It’s something the college does as an outreach to the community.”
 
   “And how... how long would a person who comes in work? An hour? Two hours? Like a couple times a week?”
 
   “We try to work around a person’s schedule as long as their schedule allows them to be here during our office hours.”
 
   Liz nodded, taking it all in, and then her thoughts turned from him to herself. “And if someone wanted to train, to learn how to do what you do, how does that work?”
 
   “Well, we train on an on-going basis. We team you up with one of our team-teachers for a full program. Then you teach for a full-program with a mentor. Then you are tested, and if you pass, you become a full teacher in the program.”
 
   “How long does that take?”
 
   “Anywhere from three months to a year.”
 
   “And the teachers are... paid?”
 
   “We have some volunteers and some parents who come in to learn the methods, but yes, the others are paid.”
 
   Suddenly waiting until January didn’t sound like such a great idea. She wanted to start now. As in this minute. Or yesterday if possible. “Can I... watch someone again? I really think I’d like to sign up.”
 
   “Go watch again today, and if you’re still interested, tomorrow we’ll talk.”
 
    
 
   “And then I went and I watched, and it’s so cool what they do.” Liz couldn’t talk fast enough to get it all out during her break at The Grind. Why did it have to be so short? “I watched two of them today, and they were doing closed and open syllables. I mean, I never knew there were such a thing. I never thought about it, you know. But there it was. This is how Mr. Webster designed our spelling system and how and why. All of it. Right there.”
 
   Jake sat, watching her and listening. “So, you’re going to start working there then?”
 
   She had to exhale that one down slowly because leaving The Grind was going to be hard. She had been here for three whole years, but yes, she was moving on now. And she was excited about it— all the way up until she thought about actually leaving. “Yeah. I gave Mia my two-week notice earlier tonight.”
 
   “Ah. Is that why she’s been sending daggers my direction all night?” Jake laughed and sat back in the chair.
 
   “She has not.”
 
   He shot her a half-grin. “Don’t worry about it. I’m used to it by now.” The smile fell from his face as he straightened and then leaned forward on the table. “I think it’s great that you are so excited...”
 
   She heard it without him even saying it. “But...?”
 
   His gaze was soft and sad when it came up to meet hers. “Just do this for you, okay? Not for me. I mean, I’d love to think everything was going to work out, that they were going to just work a miracle on me, and life would be peaches. But I’ve been living with this my whole life, and I’ve tried a lot of things, and I know what it’s like to get your hopes up and have them crumble underneath you. I know what it’s like to think, ‘This is finally going to work this time’ and then it doesn’t. I just don’t want you to make a major life commitment like this and then realize in a month or two down the road that you did it to help me, and then hate me for it because it doesn’t work.”
 
   Liz heard him. She really did. Slowly, carefully, she leaned toward him and put her hands on top of his. Her eyes captured his and held. “As much as I care about you, and I do, this is not about you. Yes, I’m excited that maybe because of what I’m learning I can help. But the truth is, I would be excited about this whether you were here or not. You being here is just a great bonus.”
 
   “Liz!” Mia called from the register and tapped her watch.
 
   Turning, Liz nodded at her friend and then looked back at him. “Will you stay to walk me home?”
 
   “Hey, what else have I got to do, right?”
 
    
 
   When the last customer left, Jake hung back in the shadows afraid of meeting Mia the She Demon as he waited for Liz. Seeing the joy in her eyes earlier had lifted his heart. At least things were working out for her. He on the other hand was tired of fighting with the hope that was trying to take up residence in his heart. It was hopeless for him. Even if what she said was true, this was a part of him. A defect. One that couldn’t be cured with some flashcards. If that had worked, his mother would have succeeded long before now.
 
   “Ready?” She came out from the back in her street clothes with no apron.
 
   “Guess so.”
 
   She called her good-bye to Mia, and they stepped out into the brisk New-York-in-late- November air. They walked all the way to the corner and halfway down the next block before either of them spoke.
 
   “So,” she finally said, “you’re awful quiet tonight.”
 
   “Tired.” He fought off the yawn which wasn’t fake.
 
   “Yeah. It’s been a long day.” 
 
   Wordlessly, they walked another half a block.
 
   “Are you mad at me?” she asked, and his gaze swung to her in surprise.
 
   “No. Why would I be mad at you?”
 
   “It’s just this whole dyslexia thing. I mean I want to help, but I don’t want to push you into something you’re not ready for.”
 
   Jake took three steps and exhaled hard. “You know, it’s like I said. I just don’t want you to get your hopes up, to think this is going to go away, that you’re going to save me and we’re going to ride off into the sunset and live all happily ever after.”
 
   She nodded. “So you don’t want to ride off into the sunset with me?” Hurt screamed through her words, and he realized with a snap how she had taken that.
 
   “What? No. Liz. No. Come on. That’s not what I meant. I mean, I’d love nothing more than to ride off into the sunset with you. Are you kidding me? I think you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I thank God every day for you, and I was thanking Him before I even really knew Who I was talking to.”
 
   Her gaze jerked over to him suspiciously.
 
   “Seriously. I was, and I still do. It’s just... It’s just I don’t want to let you down. Been there. Done that. Got 26 T-shirts wrinkled in the bottom of my closet to prove it.” He let out a long breath that smoked as it left him in the chilly night air. “Look, the truth is, I wanted to be the guy on the white horse that swooped in and swept you off your feet. I wanted to be the hero, you know. The one who can brave any disaster, conquer any foe, wrestle the world and win. But the truth of the matter is... I can’t do any of those things. I’m just a guy who lives paycheck-to-paycheck. I live in a two-room apartment and survive on Ramen noodles half the time.”
 
   “But,” she broke in to protest.
 
   Jake jerked his hands up. “No. Let me finish.”
 
    A moment and she nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “I don’t want to be your fix-it up property. I don’t want you to get into this thing thinking that with just a little more help, I could be something really great because maybe this is all I’m ever going to be. And you’re going to have to be okay with that whether any of this other stuff works or not.”
 
    
 
   As she walked next to him, listening, Liz had to admit he was right. It wasn’t fair to him for her to have a relationship with his potential. It had to be a relationship with him— the real him— flaws and all. “Okay,” she finally said. “Can I talk now?”
 
   He laughed softly and rolled his eyes. “Fine.”
 
   She bit back the smile at his tone. “This is the way I see it. I didn’t fall in love with you because of the dyslexia or in spite of it. I fell in love with you because you’re an awesome guy. Sure there are some things I would change like the fact that you can’t climb stairs to save your life, and I’ll probably never get higher than three-feet off the ground when you’re around.”
 
   “Two feet,” he corrected.
 
   “Two feet,” she agreed. “But that’s not what I care about. What I care about is you. Jake McCoy. The guy who is quirky and fun to be around. The guy who wants to watch every, single line of the credits before he leaves the theatre. The guy who thinks tuna casserole and pumpkin pie is a good combination.” She shook her head. “I know this sounds crazy, but I love being with you. I do. I love who I am with you. I love going places, and seeing things that on my own I would never have had the guts to do. The truth is, flaws or not, I want to see the world with you. I want to come home every night and cook with you even if it is just grilled cheese sandwiches. 
 
   “I didn’t plan this. I didn’t even see it coming. And to tell you the truth, I think if I’d have seen it coming, I might have run the other way— not because of you but because of me. But then, all of a sudden, here you were, and now, I can’t imagine being in life without you being... well here. With me.”
 
   He had gone stone-cold quiet, and fear took a swipe at her.
 
   She glanced over at him. “You okay?”
 
   His gaze at her held only surprise. “Yeah.” He walked another three steps before he said anything. “Look. I know this is going to sound completely insane...”
 
   “So what else is new?”
 
   However, instead of laughing or even getting teasingly defensive, he looked only serious. Step. Step. Step. But no words.
 
   She was starting to get worried again. “Okay, what’s wrong? Where’d you go?”
 
   He glanced over at her and then let his gaze drop to his feet as he let out a long breath. “Okay. I’m just going to say it.”
 
   “Please. You’re worrying me.”
 
   Two more steps and he stopped. They weren’t even half a block from her apartment, and when she stopped too, she glanced down the street and then back at him. Why were they stopping? “What’s...?”
 
   He closed his eyes, inhaled, and exhaled slowly. “Okay. I know this is really sudden and kind of crazy, but... Liz.” Bridging the gap between them, he took her hands and backed them off the main thoroughfare into the nook of a storefront. His gaze captured hers and locked there. “Liz.” Then with no more warning than that, he dropped to the concrete on one knee and looked up at her.
 
   Her heart slammed into her ribs. “Jake! What’re you...”
 
   “The truth is I’ve loved you since the moment you left that coffeepot on my table. I know this is not how it’s supposed to be. I know I’m supposed to have a ring for your finger and everything, and I can get you one if you want it.”
 
   What was he doing? “Jake?”
 
   “The truth is, I love you, Liz, and all I want is to spend forever making really bad pie crust with you. I want to go shopping with you and come home to you. I want to see the world with you and sit with you on the couch. Please don’t say no. Even if we don’t do this right now. I want us to be together from now on and however that works, I’m okay with it.”
 
   “Jake? Are you crazy?” She put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, my...”
 
   “Yeah, I am. I’m crazy about you. What do you say? Will you marry me?”
 
   Every scenario she’d ever had about this moment was wrong, and yet there was something about it that was so right she couldn’t hold it all in her heart. It was them, in microcosm, all wrong but somehow totally right. She sighed and smiled even as she shook her head to get the reality of the moment over the disbelief that it was happening. “Yes. You’re completely insane, but yes, I’ll marry you.”
 
   Only now did he have the decency to look surprised. “You will?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes. I will.”
 
   With a whoop, he came up and grabbed her, lifting her and spinning her around. “Oh, man, for a minute there I thought I was toast.” He hugged her to him. “Are you serious? You’ll really marry me?”
 
   “Yes. I’m serious. Are you serious?”
 
   He let her slide down to the ground. “Yes. I’m serious.” His hands drifted to the sides of her face as he drank her in with his eyes. “Totally serious.”
 
   “Good.” She reached up and splayed her fingers on the back of his neck. “Because if you’re teasing me, I’m going to kill you.”
 
   Lowering his lips to hers, he laughed. “Sounds frightening.” 
 
   She would have replied except his kiss negated every thought in her brain. This was better anyway. Way better.
 
    
 
   The next morning when she awoke, Liz tried to piece the night before together, and when she did, her eyes came wide open. He’d asked her to marry him, and she had accepted. She was almost 100% sure of that. Breathing through that thought, she tried to surmise what came next. He had dropped her off at her door, and they had said good night with a kiss that hadn’t left her memory since. 
 
   But somehow in all of that, talking about logistics and what came next never came up. Now it did. Big time. First, there was telling her parents and seeing about the church and setting a date. Then there was telling his parents. Telling his parents? How about meeting his parents? Details started flying at her like out-of-control bullets. Little things like figuring out where to live and what happened with her graduate school and his work and her work? If she went to work at the Literacy Center, would that be enough to carry them through her time in graduate school, or would she have to quit graduate school and get a job?
 
   The questions spun through her head almost as fast as she could think them with one overriding all the others. What had she done?
 
    
 
   Jake awoke the next morning to the beep of his alarm clock long before the sun came up and far earlier than he would have preferred. Mornings had never been his forte, and since meeting Liz, they had gotten even worse. Liz. His whole spirit slammed into the name. He jammed his eyes closed and then squinted through the thoughts attacking him. Had he really done what he thought he had? Had he really asked her to marry him? Had she really said yes?
 
   Slowly so he wouldn’t explode, he let out the air in his chest. Great. What had he done now?
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   Somehow Liz made it through her morning classes although maybe it could only be said that her body made it because her mind was definitely elsewhere. The good news was, her body being there was what counted. The bad news was, she had learned a grand total of nothing.
 
   With a heavy sigh, she opened the door to the Literacy Center feeling like she really should be happier about everything. So why did it all feel so daunting and worrisome?
 
   “Liz!” Mrs. McLaughlin called from her office as Liz walked by.
 
   Immediately she banked her steps that direction. “Hi. Sorry I’m a little late, I...”
 
   “No. No. No. Don’t worry about that. Come in. Come in.”
 
   Surprised at the director’s excitement, Liz stepped into the room. “What’s up?”
 
   “Come in. Have a seat.” The director clicked two more things on her computer and then turned completely to Liz who took a seat across from the small, yellowed desk. “I may have some really good news for you.”
 
   Liz lowered her head, training her eyes on the woman. “Like what?”
 
   “Well, I just received word that our grant proposal finally went through. We’ve been working on a joint proposal with the optical school and the medical school for like a year now, and the funding finally became available.”
 
   Shaking her head in incomprehension, Liz fought to keep up. “The optical school?”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin let out a long breath and smiled. “Maybe I should start at the beginning.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, good,” Liz said when Jake came through The Grind door at 7:30 washed and polished. “You made it. I was getting worried.”
 
   He had done the calculations in his head, and he’d come to the conclusion that last night had in fact happened and that he truly was happy about that and that he needed to make it official. So he’d stopped off at the department store on the way home from work. The ring was now burning holes in his thigh through his pocket, but her greeting threw him off from making the romantic entrance he’d anticipated.
 
   She wiped her hands on the towel and threw it to the counter, coming around it as if the place was on fire. “I don’t have much time, but this can’t wait.”
 
   Fear pummeled into him. “What can’t?”
 
   With no real pretense, she grabbed his hand and dragged him over to his table. Before he could question it, she sat down and he followed. “What’s going on? Is everything all right?”
 
   “Fine. Great. No, better than great. It’s wonderful. Okay. I went to the LC today, and Mrs. McLaughlin told me that they just got this grant.”
 
   The bells to the establishment dinged, and Jake looked over her head at the customers coming in the door.
 
   “Are you listening to me?” Liz demanded.
 
   Concern for how serious she was drilled through him as his gaze came back to hers. “What? Yeah. Yeah. Of course. I’m listening.”
 
   “Now this proposal is some kind of joint thing with the optical school and the medical school and the LC. They are studying dyslexia. What causes it, what can help it.”
 
   Jake narrowed his gaze at her. “O-kay.”
 
   “They are looking for volunteers— people who suspect dyslexia but who’ve never really been treated for it outside of doing some extra reading stuff. You fit that, right?”
 
   “Liz,” Mia said from behind them, “we have customers.”
 
   “In a minute,” Liz shot back. “They’re going to do like brain testing on the volunteers and then split them into three groups— one does optical stuff and that’s it, one does optical and LC stuff, and one does just LC. She wants you to be one of the ones who does all of it. She said with your age and background, you would be perfect...”
 
   “Liz!”
 
   “I’m coming!” she growled over her shoulder before turning back to him. “But we have to sign up quick. Like tomorrow before all the slots are filled. I really think we should do it.” She stood from the table. “Think about it, okay? We can talk at my break.” Her attention yanked over to the counter and then came back to him as a smile played on her lips. “Oh, and hi.” Bending toward him, she kissed him lightly and then took off to her station in life as they were living it at the present moment.
 
   Jake sat there, stunned by how life had suddenly changed so drastically. Who was this guy, sitting at this table in his best clothes, a ring in his pocket, with his girlfriend signing him up for testing? Testing. What was that anyway? It sounded horrific. Did he want to be tested? 
 
   The short answer was no. He hated tests. With every fiber of his being he hated tests. Always had. Panic began to coil around his chest. What if he failed this test just as he had failed every other one? His gaze came up to slide over her as how disappointed she would be in him swathed his spirit. He reached into his pocket and ran his fingers over the ring. Why wouldn’t she be disappointed? What did he have to offer her? The ring was hardly anything to get excited about and he was even less so.
 
   He yanked his hand out of his pocket and ran his fingers through his hair. He sighed and slid back into his chair. Maybe he should just call the whole thing off.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” Liz said, knowing there was precious little time to discuss this when she got back to his table an hour later, “we don’t have much time. What do you think? You want to sign up?”
 
   “Liz...” 
 
   The look on his face told her everything, but she yanked her fear-filled spirit up by the collar. “Look. I know what you said about me falling for your potential, but this is not that. This is...” She searched for words that spun around her in frustrating arcs. “This is God. Okay? It is. That day. When we went to church, and the preacher said about putting things in God’s hands. This is that. For me. Not for you. I knew something was different. At the apartment. I knew it, but I couldn’t figure it out. Then, I said to God that He was going to have to do it because I couldn’t, and He did. Like right after that, you just opened up and told me everything, and it all just... fit.
 
   “I can’t explain that, but I know it’s true. And I just keep thinking, they’ve been working on this a year. A year, Jake. Why did it not come through until now, until this very minute when we just figured this out, and now you can get into the program? And not just that, but I’d asked Mrs. McLaughlin about you, and she thought of you like first for this. Why? This is not something I could have done, Jake. Even if I had wanted to. I couldn’t. It’s got to be a God thing.”
 
   He shook his head slowly, and she saw the bruises in his spirit. “I don’t know, Liz. What if it doesn’t work?”
 
   “What if it does?”
 
   His eyes pierced through her soul. “What if it doesn’t?”
 
   At that moment she made a decision— one she’d never known she would have to make. “Then we’ll get through it together. Whatever happens.”
 
   The faintest glimmer of hope glinted in his eyes. “I don’t know. What if I can’t do it?”
 
   “You can’t,” she said with no hesitation. “I can’t either. We can’t, but God can... if we will let Him.” She slipped a soft smile toward him and then put her hand across the table. “Come on. What do you say? Will you at least try it?”
 
   A long inhale followed by thoughts that trailed across his face. Finally he nodded. “Okay.”
 
    
 
   Jake hadn’t given her the ring. As he walked back to his lonely apartment later after he’d walked her home, he ran his fingers around and around it in his pocket. It was so small. How could it literally change so much? 
 
   They hadn’t talked about marriage or the wedding or anything on that side of life. Maybe she had forgotten. Maybe it was better if he left it that way. Tired assaulted him, and he yawned. It was all so overwhelming, so beyond his ability to comprehend or control. How had he gotten here again? Finally, in exhaustion, he closed his eyes and whispered the greatest plea of his life. “God, I can’t do this. I really can’t. If You want it done, You’re going to have to do it because I’m lost on where any of this is going.”
 
   However, if God was going to help, it didn’t look to be coming any time soon, and with that thought, he fell asleep across his bed.
 
    
 
   “So what’re your plans tomorrow?” Liz asked on Friday night as she swept the floor as he leaned on the booth watching.
 
   He shrugged. “Don’t know. Hadn’t really thought about it. Why?”
 
   “Well.” The sweeping narrowed and slowed. “I thought maybe we could go check out the LC together.” Having turned his name in two days before, Liz had waited to bring up the prospect of going until they could go together. “Mrs. McLaughlin said she’d love to meet you.”
 
    
 
   Meet me? Pick me apart is more like it. The coils came around him again as they did every time this subject came up.
 
   “They’re going to start the testing in a week, which is great because that’s when I start over there.”
 
   Jake watched her sweep. She wasn’t looking at him, more talking to the floor.
 
   “I think we should go in for the hospital part on Monday morning. Do it. Get it over with, don’t you?”
 
   Concern smacked him. “Wait. You’re going with me?”
 
   Her gaze jerked up to his. “Well, yeah.” Then she stopped. “Right? I mean, unless you don’t want me to go.”
 
   It killed him to watch what this was doing to her. She looked so unsteady and scared. His gaze slid to the side and the plummeted. “I don’t know.” Inside him, his heart squeezed into a fist, and tears washed through him.
 
   The space between them expanded although neither of them moved. Liz suddenly felt so far away from where he was standing, so far away from where his spirit had recoiled.
 
   “You don’t want me to go?” she asked again.
 
   The words got choked on the way out of him. “I don’t want to go.”
 
    
 
   Tumults of understanding cascaded over her. Sighing her own worry down, Liz propped the broom next to a table. She walked over to him and slid her arms around his waist, laying her head on his chest and just holding him. The wool of his brown sweater scratched her cheek, but she snuggled all the closer. Closing her eyes, she prayed for the right words. “Look, I know you’re scared. I am too. But we’re in this together, remember?”
 
   She felt his arms tighten around her, and she was glad for that. Pulling back, she gazed up into his eyes. “It’s not you and me anymore. It’s us now. Okay? We’re a team.” It was like digging into his soul. Looking at him at that moment, she could see all the things he’d never shown her before— the hurt and pain, the fear and hopelessness, the feelings of being less than. “That’s not you. None of that stuff is. And it really doesn’t matter to me what we find out because I’m here no matter what.”
 
   He never really said anything back, and her heart broke for all the pain he had slogged through to get to this moment.
 
   Lord, she prayed as she held him, we need Your answer here. Please help us find Your answer for Jake, whatever it is. Amen.
 
    
 
   Jake dropped her off at her door later with a promise to be there in the morning so they could go to the Literacy Center together. If this was the answer like Liz thought it was, why did it feel like wild horses where pulling him in the exact opposite direction? God, I can’t do this. I really can’t. I don’t want to let her down. I feel like running in the other direction, but I’m so tired of running, I’m tired of trying so hard and never getting anywhere. Lord, if You’re in this thing, please do this through me because if I try to do it myself, I think I’m sunk.
 
    
 
   One part of Liz was truly surprised when Jake showed up at her door the next morning. She had to smile because it felt like the first time the prayers she’d been sending up had actually worked.
 
   “Just let me grab my coat.” She swung it on and joined him at the door. 
 
   He looked about two seconds from running so she hurried. Then together, they walked out into the cold New York air. She simply let her steps match his for the first half-block. He was here. She should be happy with that, but worry was choking the air from her lungs.
 
   “So,” she said when they made it through the first intersection, “you okay with this?”
 
   His glance at her looked unsteady and near panic. “Do I have a choice?”
 
   Sorrow and worry brushed her heart. He was doing this for her. What if it didn’t work? Would he ever trust her again? God help, please. I don’t know what to say to get us through this. “It’s going to be okay, you know?” But how could she know that? Maybe it would. Maybe it wouldn’t. She was clinging to the hope that it would. It was about all she had to go on right then.
 
   He looked over at her, and the shroud of dark whiskers and dark eyes held so much sadness it ripped her heart out. “I hope so.”
 
   She did too. She really did.
 
    
 
   Every step was made with only effort and determination, and by the time they got to the little beige building on the edge of campus, Jake wondered if the next one might actually make him throw up. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. His stomach felt seriously queasy. Still, somehow, he got his hand up to open the door for her, and he noticed how she didn’t even look at him as she stepped through. One more breath. One more prayer he didn’t even know the words for, and he followed her inside.
 
    
 
   Something in Liz told her that she was going to have to take the lead on this, so summoning her courage, she stepped into the role she never anticipated preparing to fill. 
 
   “Liz,” Mrs. McLaughlin said, coming over to greet them from a table across the room. She held out her hand first to Liz who shook it.
 
   “Good morning.” Then Liz stepped back and put her hand on the scratchy black wool of his coat. “Mrs. McLaughlin, this is Jake McCoy.”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, Jake.”
 
   His hand came out of his pocket, shook hers, and then retreated back into its covering.
 
   “We can go into my office,” Mrs. McLaughlin said, and with no other options, Liz nodded and glanced up at him.
 
   She’d never seen him look so white. In fact, she wondered if he was even breathing anymore. Her short, soft smile helped nothing, and it was with grim determination only that they followed the woman into her office.
 
    
 
   Once inside, Jake’s alert system verily blared at him to get away. It didn’t matter how— the window, the door, the wall, even the air vents— any method of escape would do. He sat in the chair that felt like it was made of knives. He’d been here before, on the other side of that desk that looked like it had been built specifically to intimidate him. It was the point of desks like that, like they had in every principal and guidance counselor’s office he had ever been in— to make him feel small, scared, and stupid. The air started tasting stale, and he wondered how he would ever make it through this without humiliating himself completely.
 
   “First of all, Jake, I want to say how much I admire your courage in coming,” Mrs. McLaughlin started. “I know this cannot be easy for you.”
 
   That surprised him. Courage? He felt like the weakest person on the planet. Carefully, he pulled forward with his elbow on the arm of the chair and licked his lips, wishing he’d found a way out of this. “I... I don’t... I’m not sure...”
 
   “I know,” she said, and there was a note in her voice he’d never heard before. It wasn’t condescending or harsh, nor was it patronizing. It was... safe. “But now you’ve taken the hard step. The others from here should get much easier.”
 
   He didn’t know what to say to that. The world was tilting and spinning in strange arcs around him. He felt Liz’s glance, but he had no way to find words in the jumble of feelings twining across his heart. 
 
   “I’m sure you want to hear more about the program,” Mrs. McLaughlin said. 
 
   Liz nodded for him because he couldn’t get any part of himself to move.
 
   “Well, as you know, here at the Literacy Center we mostly work with adults who have reading issues, but there are others in other parts of the university that have been working on many of the same issues, and what we are learning is that there are common denominators in people who experience these difficulties. We’re beginning to understand that things we thought were multiple issues may stem from common problems. For example, one child may have trouble with letters, another with numbers, one with writing, another with reading, but the problem may be deeper— something that presents as these symptoms but only as an effect, not a cause. It may be a neurological path that was either damaged or never fully developed. That’s one avenue we’re researching. Another is that many of the brain scans point to a problem with the vision system.” She looked at Jake. “Do you get headaches a lot when you read?”
 
   It was like he’d suddenly been thrust onto the witness stand, and he squirmed under the scrutiny. “Um, well, I don’t really read... a lot.”
 
   “Okay. Well, can you think back to your school days then? Did you get headaches a lot back then?”
 
   Strange, he’d tried so hard to forget all of that. It was almost like looking at someone else’s life when he thought about it. “Yeah. I did. Mom kept me home a lot. I stayed with Mrs. Jaramillo. She gave me orange popsicles.” He smiled at that, remembering how he had sometimes said he had a headache just to get the popsicles. 
 
   “When you read, could you focus on reading or were you easily distracted?”
 
   All the old feelings ambushed him before he realized they were there, and he shifted to get away from them. “I was always the last one to finish, and by the time I did, everyone else was talking or walking around. It was always really hard to concentrate.” He felt Liz’s gaze but fought not to look at her. 
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin nodded. “Liz tells me you’re a writer now.”
 
   He shrugged, thinking that air vent was looking better and better. It sure had gotten hot in here. Just how he would have accomplished it, he wasn’t really sure, but he would’ve given anything to take his coat off or run outside for air. “I try, but I’m not very good at it.”
 
   “That’s not true,” Liz said like he’d just shot her. “He writes these amazing stories.”
 
   “Yeah, but I can’t spell to save my life.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean the stories aren’t good.”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin jumped in. “So when you write, do you get headaches?”
 
   Jake puzzled over that. He did sometimes, but it wasn’t like before. “No. Not really.”
 
   “But you’re not really reading it either,” Liz said, and his gaze jerked over to her. “I’ve watched you. I mean you look at the screen, but you’re not really looking at it. It’s more like it happens to be in front of you.”
 
   “Well, that’s true, I guess. I tend to zone out when I’m writing.” He shrugged. “It’s easier that way.”
 
   “How so?” Mrs. McLaughlin asked.
 
   “I don’t... I don’t really look at the words when I write. I more watch what’s going on in my head and just type.”
 
   “So you’re not reading what you write?”
 
   Slowly he let his head slide back and forth. “No. Not exactly.”
 
   She nodded and thought for the longest moment of his life. Really, he thought she was about to tell him how stupid that sounded. In fact, it sounded stupid even to his own ears. 
 
   “How would you feel about taking a couple of the visual screening tests today?” Mrs. McLaughlin said one second before he decided none of this was worth the humiliation. “They came yesterday and set up the equipment. I can call Carla, and we can get started right now if you want.” She reached for the phone but did not pick it up. “She could be here in ten minutes.”
 
   Jake’s breath snagged on the movement and refused to vacate his lungs. The world started that tilting thing again, and he wasn’t wholly sure he wouldn’t get pitched off this time. No, screamed through him. I can’t. I don’t want to. Please!
 
   “Jake?” Liz’s soft voice called to him from the fun house of his mind. He looked over at her and blinked, trying to find reality back. Gently she put her hand over on his arm. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”
 
   A moment and he let the breath go, knowing he must be completely insane. “Okay.”
 
    
 
   They were the shortest ten minutes of his life because before he could think of a way to get out of it, he was sitting in a small room off to the side of the big one. Carla, a nice lady with a big smile and lots of energy, sat on the opposite side of a very small beige-colored desk. 
 
   “These tests are the first screenings we do at our Vision Center,” she said as she arranged the two books in front of her. “There is no pass or fail. They are just to let us see how your eyes are processing.” Then she stopped and looked at him. “You ready?”
 
   Jake wanted to cry, but he beat that back. He forced himself to nod.
 
   “Good. This first one just lets us know if you’re having tracking problems— if your eyes are working together or not.”
 
    
 
   Liz sat outside the little room on the bench that was supposed to be soft but felt anything but. Laying her head back on the wall, she closed her eyes and lifted her heart up to God. It was all she could think to do. It was the fear in Jake’s eyes when he had gone in that most gripped her spirit. It held her, pinning her under the fear, telling her that all of her assurances were meaningless and could she please let him just go home? She wanted to tell him she was sorry for getting him into this. What if he was right? What if they went through all of this, and it fixed nothing? What then?
 
   “God,” she whispered softly so the tears threatening in her eyes wouldn’t be jarred free, “please be with Jake. Please help us find some answers. Please.”
 
    
 
   “Very good,” Carla said when he finished yet another line of numbers and he sat back, blinking.
 
   She was being kind. That was horrible. He was beginning to remember all about that headache Mrs. McLaughlin had talked about. It was a pinching thing just above his left eye, and it hurt like someone was stabbing a dull knife into him.
 
   “We have two more short tests,” Carla continued. “But if you’d like to take a break...”
 
   “No.” Jake shook the headache away. “Let’s get it over with.”
 
   The sooner they told him it was hopeless, the better.
 
    
 
   It had been nearly an hour since they’d gone back, and when they came out, Liz noticed instantly how tired Jake looked. She jumped up from the little bench and went over to him. He was holding his coat, and something about that looked odd, but she batted that away. “How was it?”
 
   “He did very well,” Carla said.
 
   Liz looked up to Jake who looked away. Worry and confusion coursed through her. “So what’s next?”
 
   “I’m going to take this back to Dr. Melody, and we’ll decide on the next step.”
 
   “Dr. Melody?” Liz asked.
 
   “Yes. She runs our Vision Center. She’s a fully certified optometrist. In fact, on our next session, she will be with me. It will be an extended version of this one.”
 
   “You mean there’s more?” Jake asked, and Liz heard the panic.
 
   “A little, but you did great.” Carla reached over and touched his arm. “I know it’s been rough, but believe me, you’re on a good road now.”
 
   A moment and head still down, he nodded.
 
   She smiled. “Okay. We’ll be in touch.”
 
   With that, she turned back for the little hallway and disappeared. Liz looked up at him, and worry smacked her across the heart. “Was it really that bad?”
 
   His eyes, tired and sad, drifted to hers. “Can we go now?”
 
   She wished he looked more enthusiastic about all of it or at least less hopeless. “Yeah. I guess so.”
 
   “Oh, Liz,” Mrs. McLaughlin said, striding up. “I’m glad I caught you all. I just verified your appointment Monday morning with the hospital.”
 
   Liz yanked in air and glanced up at Jake. What had she been thinking dragging him through all of this? This was a nightmare.
 
   “Here’s the directions for the hospital.” Mrs. McLaughlin gave her the paper, which she seriously wanted to trash. “It’s on the fourth floor. Ask for Dr. Bjorn in Neurology. He’ll be in charge of the testing.” It was then that she apparently realized all was not happy in their worlds. “Um, is everything all right?”
 
   How Liz wished she could say yes, but the truth was, she didn’t know anymore. “I... Um... It’s just... We’re...” There were other words, but she had no idea what they were. She looked at him, head still down, and her heart broke. “I guess we’re just wondering what’s coming next. I mean, where is all of this going?”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin nodded. “Do you have a few minutes? We could go into my office.”
 
   Oh, what was the correct answer? Liz couldn’t tell from his face. “Sure.”
 
    
 
   Jake felt like a hamster on a spinning wheel he couldn’t stop. It was like life was spiraling somewhere outside of him, and he was supposed to understand it all. But he just didn’t. Carla said he’d done all right, but he knew better. He’d watched her pen and her eyes, and he knew... By the time they were sitting in Mrs. McLaughlin’s office once again, he was so tired, he could have fallen asleep on the flattened gold carpeting. Sleep. It sounded better than it ever had.
 
   This time instead of sitting at her desk, Mrs. McLaughlin led them to a small sitting area to the side. Liz sat on the little couch, and he followed her down. He wasn’t cold, but he wished he had the coat on just the same. He felt so exposed without it.
 
   “I’m thinking maybe we should talk a little bit about all of this,” Mrs. McLaughlin started, and Liz nodded next to him. Then her hand drifted across the space between them and latched onto the one of his that was clutching the coat on his knee. He didn’t even grab hold. It would’ve taken far too much energy. 
 
   “The test today was the first of many that you’ll be given while we evaluate where the issues are and what to do about them,” Mrs. McLaughlin began, and Liz squeezed his fingers. That, too felt somewhere outside of his ability to comprehend. “We’re trying to find the best ways to test so that when we do this with children, they don’t have to maybe do all of the testing that you’re going through. Maybe we can narrow it down to the tests that will pinpoint what we’re dealing with the quickest with the kids. But what that means for you is that you will have to take all of the tests.”
 
   “How many are there?” he asked softly.
 
   She let out a slow breath. “Well, you know about the neurology tests on Monday. There are two of those— an MRI and a brain scan. Those will tell us what parts of the brain are firing as they should be and which are not.”
 
   It was hard not to squirm, but he fought it as best as he could.
 
   “Then, I’m hoping next week to have you back in here for a full battery of learning disability testing, including an I.Q. test.”
 
   Panic reached up from his gut and gripped his throat. “An I.Q. test?”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin smiled. “You might be surprised. Many of our students do very well on intelligence tests even if their reading skills are weak.” She paused to give him a moment to digest all of that. “Then we’d like you to take the full battery of vision testing. At the end of everything, we will have a more complete understanding of what has been causing your reading issues.”
 
   Before he could yank it back, he laughed softly. “I could tell you that.”
 
   It was only then that her eyes softened. “I know this is something you’ve dealt with probably for as long as you can remember, Jake. You think it’s a part of you, that there’s something you’re doing wrong, that there is something wrong with you. But it’s not. We are learning by leaps and bounds how much the physical issues, especially the vision issues trip you and others just like you up. You think it’s you, but the truth is, anyone who had these issues would have as much trouble as you’re having.”
 
   She stopped for a moment, and when she continued, her voice was even softer. “I shared this with Liz earlier, but maybe you should hear it too. My son was a lot like you, Jake. He was a very bright child, fun-loving and a friend to everyone, but when he got into school, things started going south. Reading and spelling were a struggle from minute one, and they just got worse and worse and worse. I didn’t know what to do, how to help him. We tried everything, and he began to think it was his fault.”
 
   It was only then that Jake’s gaze came up to hers, and she smiled and nodded.
 
   “There are a lot of kids out there just like that, Jake. They don’t know anyone or anything that can help them. They think it’s them just like you did. All I want is to find a way to help them, but I can’t do that on my own. I need you to help me to learn to help them.”
 
   For the first time maybe in forever, Jake saw the whole ordeal not as him against an invincible army bent on taking him down, but rather as him standing on the front line in a battle for the spirits of thousands of other children. Children just like he had been— wanting to fit in, wanting to learn, wanting to read like they all did, wanting to not be labeled as different, defective. Maybe this wasn’t just about him. Maybe God had a plan in all this he had never seen before. Slowly he nodded. “Okay.”
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin looked at him with guarded hope. “Okay?”
 
   He dragged in a long deep breath and looked out across the battlefield at the enemy that had been lurking there his whole life. “Yeah. Let’s do this thing.”
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   “This is very simple,” the nurse said Monday morning as Jake stood, looking at the enormous, hulking machine and the tiny table. “You’re just going to lie here very still. We’ll push you in, and the machine will take pictures of your brain activity. It will take about 15 minutes. The thing is really noisy, so we want you to wear these ear plugs. Once you’re in, you must lay very, very still the whole time. You got it?”
 
   And Jake had thought the blood test was bad.
 
    
 
   “How was it?” Liz asked about two seconds after he made it through the swinging door from the MRI lab.
 
   “Well, I don’t really recommend it,” Jake said, twisting at his ear. When she said it was noisy, she wasn’t kidding. “Wow. If we can mark that one off the list for kids, let’s do it. That thing is rough.”
 
   “Why? What was it?”
 
   “Well.” They were walking now, back to Dr. Bjorn’s wing of the fourth floor. “First, they lay you on this little table that feels like it’s going to drop you in the floor at any moment. Then they give you earplugs...”
 
   “Earplugs? What for?”
 
   “Because if you didn’t have them, you might seriously go crazy in there. Then they push you into this little, teeny-tiny space and expect you to lay there perfectly still and not go insane from claustrophobia or fear for fifteen minutes.” He shuddered at the thought. “Yeah. I’m thinking x that one off the list of have to’s for little kids. I barely made it through it.” He breathed, feeling better than he had in a month. “So what torture chamber are we off to next?”
 
   “Uh, brain scan.”
 
   “Brain scan. Ah, piece of cake. I wonder if they’re going to let me sleep in there. I’m getting a little tipsy from the whole not getting to sleep thing last night.” He almost giggled at the thought of five a.m. and how hard it was to keep himself awake without coffee. This testing thing was not for the faint of heart.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Okay? Tell you what. After this, give me a flat place and a pillow. I’ll be asleep faster than you can say Grandma Moses, and then, hopefully, I’ll be just fine.”
 
    
 
   The second test was far longer than the first one, and Liz really began to wish about thirty minutes into waiting that she had thought to bring something to do. Something like maybe a final to study for or something. After all, it wasn’t like they weren’t starting tomorrow or anything. She put her head back on the wall and wondered if this was all as surreal for him as it was for her. More so probably though she could hardly imagine how.
 
   It was so strange looking into the future and being so unsure of anything. All she knew was they were here now, and at the moment, that was about all she could handle anyway.
 
    
 
   “All done,” Jake said, striding through the doors into the lobby and right over to where she sat. It was only when she lifted her head from the wall that he realized she’d been sleeping. “Hey, no fair.” He slipped into the chair next to her, grabbed her hand, and kissed it soundly. “I’m the one who had to stay up all night. What’re you doing sleeping?”
 
   “Hm.” She rubbed her eyes. “Moral support. So how’d it go?”
 
   “Better. At least this one was quiet.” He gazed at her, loving her more every second that he sat there. “So, how does IHOP and a nap sound?”
 
   She stretched and grinned. “Heavenly.”
 
    
 
   After IHOP, they went back to her place, and Jake was asleep on the couch in no time. Liz wanted to join him in dreamland, but she didn’t have that luxury. Since she’d taken off the day at The Grind to study three months before, she had all the time between now and sunrise left to prepare, but it didn’t look like nearly enough.
 
   Quietly she sat down at the table, pulled out her Statistics book and got to work.
 
    
 
   He found himself on a beach somewhere. It was warm and quiet. Only the sun, the wind and the waves washing across his feet provided company. There was no panic, no worry. He picked up a small seashell and launched it far out into the surf, wondering how one could feel such peace. The breeze brushed past him like an immortal, eternal embrace. He stopped to gaze out at the world in all its perfection.
 
   Then he felt her, right there at his side. No words were needed as she simply stepped into the circle of his arms and placed her hands onto his wrapping around her. Perfection was his in that moment, and he knew this was exactly where he’d always been meant to be.
 
   Jake came awake, out of the dream slowly, not wanting to let it go as it slipped away from his conscious grasp. In fact, one part of him begged for it not to detach from his spirit. But it was going, and then it was gone. He let his eyes fall closed, holding it a second more. Yes, together with her, life finally made sense.
 
   When he let go of the dream and rejoined reality, he realized he was not at home in bed but in her apartment. The light was still on, but the world beyond the windows was black. He yawned and stretched, wondering what time it was. Slowly, carefully so as not to scare her, he sat up and looked around.
 
   At the table she sat encircled by the soft, dim light from above her. She was writing something, studying probably. He tried to remember something about her schedule, when her tests were, what papers she had coming up. He hadn’t thought to ask. Memories of the last three days slid through him, and gratefulness came with them. She had said she would be there, and she had been— every step, every moment. With a push from the cushions he stood, still watching her. She was absolutely the most beautiful woman on the planet.
 
   Her gaze came up and touched his, and she smiled. “Well, hello, there, sleeping beauty.”
 
   Jake laughed at that. He could hardly be called anything close. He ran his hand over the whiskers lining everything from his jaw down. “How long have I been out?”
 
   She twisted her wrist to look at her watch. “About six hours.”
 
   “Six hours? Oh, man! It must be all that sleep I missed last night.” Blinking the sleep away, he stood and came over to the table where she sat, feeling very much like the beach in his dream had. “What’re you working on?”
 
   “Ugh. Finals start tomorrow. I’ve got Stats and History. Don’t ask.”
 
   Swinging the chair around, he sat down on it backward and ran his hand over the back of his head. “You didn’t tell me you needed to be studying.”
 
   “I was trying not to think about it.” She wrote something else down. “Besides, I was doing research, remember?” Her smile split through his heart. Why was it so easy to remember how that beach felt when he looked into her eyes?
 
   “Well, what do you say I make something for us to eat?” He pushed up off the chair and headed into the kitchen.
 
   “I’m not sure what I’ve got. Rice Krispies and stale milk probably.”
 
   “Hey, I like Rice Krispies.” Opening one cabinet, he came upon a can of peas and three bags of Ramen noodles. “How does chicken noodle sound?”
 
   “Wonderful.”
 
   He smiled. A girl after his own heart.
 
    
 
   An hour later, though he didn’t want to, Jake knew it was time to vacate the premises so she could get her studying done. Dishes done, he snapped off the kitchen light and went to join her in the dining room. Leaning against the door frame, he stuck his hand in the pocket of his jeans, and one touch on the little ring still there brought how much he loved her cascading over him.
 
   Not once had she so much as asked about a ring. They hadn’t, in fact, talked much about any of it since he’d asked. Maybe there was a time he would have thought that meant she no longer cared or that she wanted out, but after today, he knew that was not the case. His heart felt open enough to embrace the whole world, and she was the direct reason for that.
 
   With no effort he pushed off the frame and stood. “Well...”
 
   She looked up, and just how tired she looked drifted through him. She’d put herself and all of her priorities behind his, and he felt now how much she had given and given up for him. “Sorry I didn’t help with the dishes.”
 
   Jake smiled and shook his head. “It was just dishes. I didn’t melt.”
 
   Her smile was softer and far more tired. “That’s good.”
 
   It was weird how perfectly settled everything felt. He wasn’t nervous or panicked about anything, and he couldn’t remember a time that had ever been the truth in his life. “I guess I should...” He hooked a thumb backward to the door.
 
   “Yeah.” But she didn’t move. Instead, her eyes held him with a gentleness he couldn’t have described had he had ten thousand words. “You know, Jake, before you go, I wanted to tell you how impressed I am.”
 
   That dragged incredulousness to the surface. “Impressed? With what?”
 
   “You.” She stood and came around the table. “What you did today, what you’ve been through. I can’t imagine how hard it’s been.” And then she was right in front of him, so close he could have reached out and touched her. “You’re an amazing person, Jake McCoy. I want you to know that.”
 
   Warmth mixed with disbelief spread through him as a smile he’d never felt came into his spirit. Gently, slowly, he stepped over to her and pulled her into his arms. The fit was perfect. He closed his eyes and felt the sea breeze brush his face. “I couldn’t have done it without you.” The breath relaxed every piece of him that wasn’t already at perfect peace. “Thank you.”
 
   Her hand on his back slid up and down, and minus the coat, it felt closer than it ever had. “You’re welcome.”
 
   His arms tightened around her, telling her what he couldn’t. When he half-released her, he bent his gaze to catch her upturned one. With half-a-smile, he let himself be dragged by the magnet of her lips. The first brush was soft, grateful. The second yanked him forward with a power he wasn’t prepared for.
 
   Falling with her through space was the only sensation as everything else fell away from them. He kissed her again and again, each one deeper and yet not nearly enough. And she didn’t run, didn’t draw back. Her hands were now both gripping his back, pressing him closer to her and closer still.
 
   At the very last second before he completely lost all sanity in the moment, Jake pulled back, gasping. Liz went the other way, gasping as well and looking almost as bewildered as he felt. His eyes captured hers and asked questions he could find no words for.
 
   “I should go,” he finally managed to rasp out.
 
   She nodded, gazing at him as if disoriented. “Yeah.” Her eyes fell closed, and then she shook her head.
 
   Knowing that keeping her too close would be dangerous, Jake reached down and took her hand instead. He swallowed hard, hoping he could get out that door before he gave into every signal his body was sending to his brain. Somehow he had always thought all of this would be so very hard. It was how easy it was that scared him. 
 
   At the door, he put his hand on the frame and turned to her, clutching his one hand with both of hers. He should leave, but oh, he didn’t want to. Not one molecule of him did. He leaned against the door and pulled her into him again. His mind easily filled in all the images of what could happen if he let himself go even one more step in that direction. “Good luck on your tests.”
 
   Tests. Yes, that seemed a safe subject.
 
   Resting her head on his chest, she let her finger trace across the other side of his shirt. That really wasn’t fair— not when he was trying so hard to be strong and not let the fire in him ignite into an inferno he was pretty sure he would have no hope of controlling. Still, his eyes fell closed on the feeling because he simply couldn’t help it. Did she know what she was doing to him? 
 
   “I’m going to miss you,” she whispered.
 
   “I’m... I...” He was losing control. He knew it. No one had ever been this close and stayed. No one had ever touched him like this. No one. “Liz...”
 
   She pulled back then and looked up at him until he looked down at her. Their gazes locked and riveted together. “I love you, Jake. I do. I love you so much.”
 
   The world collapsed through her words, and his face crumpled with it.
 
   Gently she put her hands on either side of his face, brushing there, touching him, gazing at him like eternity was a real possibility. Then she leaned in and kissed him so softly it dispersed every bad thing that had ever happened to him. Taking her in his arms, he straightened from the door, angling her down, so that she came under his power. He felt the power, the power of his body over hers. He could easily take her, possess her, have her for his own, and yet, she was not a possession to be seized. She was a treasure to protect and cherish, to be willing to die for even. And in that moment, she was.
 
   He pulled her back, breaking the connection, and then he wrapped his embrace around her. “You’re killing me. You know that?”
 
   “I’m sorry. It’s just... I can’t help but think how close I came to missing you completely. What if you’d never walked in that door? What if I hadn’t bothered to say anything? Would we have completely missed this?”
 
   Jake didn’t know. Honestly, not much of anything made sense other than that everything did. 
 
   “And I can’t help but think what if you walk out that door and never come back,” she whispered into his shirt.
 
   That yanked him up short. “What? Why would I do that?”
 
   She sniffed and shrugged. “I don’t know.”
 
   But there was more in her voice than nothing. Jake managed to put enough distance between them so that he could look at her. “Liz? What is it? What’s going on?”
 
   Her head was down now, her gaze on the darkness at their feet. “It’s nothing.”
 
   “No. It’s not nothing.” Now she was scaring him. Carefully he took her hand and led her over to the little step where he sat down and pulled her down too. He put his arm around her and sat for a moment trying to figure out what to do or say next. He’d never been good in these kinds of situations— whether for lack of talent or practice, he didn’t know. But he had to say something. “Look, Liz, whatever it is...”
 
   She sniffed loudly, and eyes closed, she picked her head up to face him. When she opened her eyes, he saw only anguish there. “I have to tell you something.”
 
   Serious had never felt like this. “Okay.”
 
    
 
   Liz said the words in her brain again. They had been rolling around there for months now, over and over again as she fought to find a way to say them to him, to herself, to admit what she had done, what she had let herself become, what she had done to them before he had ever even walked into her life. It wouldn’t be easy, and once it was done, she knew he would surely walk out the door forever. But he deserved to know the truth. The whole, rotten, awful truth. He deserved that much even though she was pretty sure she already knew what came after it.
 
   “You know that I love you,” she said, the words barely made it from her lips, and every one stabbed at her heart. “And I want you to know I never meant for it to go this far. I never meant... I wanted to tell you, but I just didn’t know how...”
 
   “Liz.” Worry cascaded from his eyes. “What is it? Tell me.”
 
   She took a small breath that dredged up some tears, but she stuffed them back down. Self-pity was stupid at this point. She’d done this, and it was time to own up to it. “You know about the whole church thing.”
 
   He looked surprised but no less worried. “Yeah?”
 
   “Well, um, I wasn’t always like that. I mean I was back home, before I left, but when I first came here...” This was harder than she had even thought and that was saying something. She’d never said any of this out loud before though her heart had said it a million times over the years. “Well, when I first got here, I didn’t want to be miss goody-goody anymore. So I let go of all of that. I let go of God, of trying to be good, of doing what was right. I started partying... a lot. I got drunk most Fridays and stayed that way until Sunday.” She swallowed the lump and tears down and kept going because it was far too late to turn back now. “Then I met this guy. Cole. We hung out at a couple parties together, and I thought he was really into me. I mean... I don’t know. I want to say he led me on, but it was pretty much mutual. We started sleeping together. He said he loved me. Maybe he did. I don’t know.
 
   “I was so strung out, I don’t know what was real and what wasn’t.” She stopped for a breath but didn’t look at him. If she did, she’d never get through this. Gaze glued to the carpet, she exhaled and pushed the words from her soul. “Two years ago next Tuesday I found out I was pregnant.”
 
   Jake’s reaction was muted but visible.
 
   Liz shook her head to keep the tears back, but they beat their way forward just the same. “I didn’t want a baby. I was in school. I didn’t have time for that.” This breath was harder to take and raked up far more pain. She closed her eyes, willing more words to come even as she pounded the memories back. “Cole said he’d pay for the abortion. He said it was no big deal.” The unshed tears stung every part of her at once, and breathing them down was becoming more impossible by the second. “I knew it was wrong. I really did, but I didn’t know what else to do.”
 
   When she glanced up at Jake, his eyes were hard, and she knew she’d just killed the second best thing to ever happen to her. That thought went through her, knifing into her heart like a dagger. But there was no need to sugar-coat any of the rest of it. Jake knew what she was now. All that was left was the final stab to finish it off. “I don’t remember much of it. They gave me these drugs… After it was all over, I went home. I’d always heard it was no big deal, you know? I mean, do it, get it over with, and go on with life. But it wasn’t like that. I started bleeding real bad. Mia knew... kind of... about Cole and stuff, but I hadn’t told her everything because I knew what she would say. But when it got really bad, I finally had to call her. I couldn’t think of what else to do— who else to call. I didn’t really even know anyone else. She came over and took me to the ER, and they finally got the bleeding to stop.”
 
   Numbness took over then because the emotions that went with the rest of the story were still too difficult to feel. “They told me there was a lot of damage, that I was lucky to be alive...” The next words were there, but she couldn’t say them out loud. Sobs choked her, ripping up from the deepest part of her soul. How could she have been so stupid? How could she ever have believed it was no big deal? How could she have trusted that snake in the grass? She hated him now almost as much as she hated herself. “And then they told me that...” The breaths were hard and raspy. The tears jerked and yanked at her, rocking her back and forth as she fought to say the words she’d never before said out loud. How could she say them? They confirmed she had no future, that her past had doomed anything good before it started. 
 
   “Shhh.” His arms were around her now. How they got there or when, she had no clue. But they were rubbing across her back as if he could somehow make it all go away. “Shhh. It’s okay.”
 
   However, she knew better. It wasn’t okay, and it never would be. This was her reality now, and it was going nowhere. After several long moments, she collected her scattering self again and sat up and away from him, swiping at her eyes that continued to overflow despite her best efforts to stop them. She sniffed once hard and shook her head, vowing to say the words even if they killed her. “They told me that...” One more long slow breath. “Because of it, I can’t ever have children.” 
 
   “Oh, Liz.” His words were like a breath, and he shook his head. “Oh, sweetheart.”
 
   She had tried to be strong, wanted to be, but the pain was too much. It bent her over and collapsed her into his arms as the sobs took over her sanity again.
 
   “Shhhh. It’s okay,” he said softly.
 
   But she shook her head. “No. It’s not. I was so stupid. They said it was no big deal, and I believed them. I knew it was wrong. I knew it was, and I did it anyway.”
 
   “You were young, and you were scared.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I messed up, and I can’t undo it now. I can’t take it back. There’s no do-overs in this.”
 
   “Listen to me.” He took her shoulders and shook her gently. “You made a rotten decision, but nobody’s perfect.”
 
   “Don’t you get it? I killed my baby. I did. And now I’m going to pay for that for the rest of my life.”
 
   Concerned anguish washed across his face. “I’m not saying it was right. I’m saying I understand why you did it. It was a mistake, a horrible mistake.”
 
   “But it’s not just me. If it was just me, okay, whatever, but now this is about you too.” Anguish threatened to drown her. “Don’t you get it, Jake? We can’t have kids. We can’t. As in... ever.”
 
   He let out a breath and closed his eyes as her pain slashed through him. “I’m not going to say I’m not disappointed because I am, but what I know is that person... the person who did that wasn’t you. It wasn’t who you are now. It wasn’t the woman I fell in love with.”
 
   “But it is me. She is me. I did that. I did! I killed my child! I did!” She put her hand on her head, stringing her fingers through her hair and yanking when it didn’t come free. “And I can never undo what I did.”
 
   “Liz, sweetheart, listen to me. You’re beating yourself up for this, but that’s not going to help anything. What’s done is done. You can’t go back now. Okay, look, I’ll admit I don’t know a whole lot about God, but one thing I have learned is He can do things with our lives that we can’t even dream of doing. He can show us how to get out of complete yuck if we let Him.”
 
   “No.” She sniffed hard. “He doesn’t want to help me with this. Not this.”
 
   Jake’s hand rubbed across her back. “I think He does. I think that’s exactly what He wants to do, and do you know how I know that?”
 
   She sniffed softly and let her gaze slide to his. “How?”
 
   “Because.” He backed away from her then and reached into the pocket of his jeans. When he came back to fully seated, his fingers held something up between them. “You just told me a great reason to run for the hills, but nothing in me wants to do that. Nothing. You’re not perfect. I know that. I get that. But I love you anyway. And I want to marry you if you’ll have me.”
 
   The pain slipped away back into the numbness in her heart, and she looked at him and shook her head. “Jake...” Closing her eyes, she knew he was only being the kind man she’d grown to so love. He didn’t mean it, or he wouldn’t when he’d had more than three seconds to think about it. She couldn’t let him throw his life away on trash like her.
 
   “Don’t say, no, Liz. Please. Don’t. Okay. We’re stronger than this. You and me. Together. We can get through this. I know we can. I need you. I can’t do this without you. I don’t want to do this without you. Please say you’ll marry me.”
 
   Her gaze lifted from the ring up to his. She wanted to believe him, to believe that love was enough, but she knew better. Love didn’t last, and her love couldn’t be trusted. “No, Jake. I can’t let you throw your life away like that. Don’t you see? I’m damaged goods. I’m broken, and the pieces just don’t fit back together like they used to. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I should have. I just couldn’t...”
 
   A moment and his face went hard. “You know, when I was like that, all ‘I’m broken and unfixable,’ you didn’t take that line from me, so why should I take it from you now?”
 
   His words were like punches, and she closed her eyes to block them. “Because that was different.” When she opened them again, her gaze pleaded with his confused and angry one.
 
   “Different how? Why was it different?”
 
   “Because, Jake, you didn’t choose to be broken. It’s how you were made. You’re just doing the best you can with what’s been handed to you.”
 
   “The best I can?” He looked like he’d been physically hit, and his face grew even harder. “You think that’s what I’m doing?” 
 
   Horror crashed over her. The last thing she wanted was to hurt him now. “No, Jake. That’s not what I meant. Please.”
 
   A moment and his gaze fell from hers. “Okay. I get it.” He stood, then, towering over her on the steps. “I know what you meant. I really do.” Then, right next to her on the step, he laid the ring. “The offer stands, but it’s your choice.” And with that, he took the next step down, grabbed his coat, and departed. Ache clawed through Liz, ripping up sobs that had been held down so long it wasn’t clear there would even be a bottom to them.
 
   She wanted to call out to him, to stop him from leaving, but she knew it was better like this. It was better for him if he walked away and kept walking while walking away was still an option. Still, when he was gone, she buried her face in her hands and let the overwhelming anguish take her. That had to top the charts for the absolute worst answer anyone ever gave to someone popping the question. How could she have hurt him like that? And why would he ask her now? Why after he knew? Why couldn’t he just let it go, let her go? Any sane person would have. Finally he knew the truth, the whole, plain awful truth. Why would he even consider asking her after that? With a frustrated breath, she picked up the ring and looked at it.
 
   As painful as that was, her answer was no. Not because she wanted it to be but because it had to be— for her sake but more for his. With that, she sniffed once, yanked herself up, put the ring in her pocket, and stalked back to her studies. It was the only thing that made any sense anymore.
 
    
 
   Sleep didn’t come easily or quickly although he should have been exhausted. Jake lay in the darkness laced only by the thin streams of the streetlights through the blinds. His heart turned over every time he thought about what she’d been through. He didn’t blame her for being angry or even for how scared she was now. No. He didn’t even blame her for the horrendous choice that had led them here. The fact that she was so obviously torn up about it was enough for him. She wasn’t that person at least now, if she ever had been.
 
   He rolled over and balled the pillow up under his chest before looking at the clock. 2:42. He’d have to be up in less than 3 hours. Rolling back over, he stared at the ceiling and thought about the paradox of being broken. It wasn’t hard to see that the pieces inside him would never go back together like they had or would have if he had never gone through all the heartache, but did that mean he was now irredeemable? Yes, there was a point when he felt that way, but she...
 
   She had shown him that maybe he wasn’t, that maybe all of the heartache could be used for something good, something righteous, holy even. He couldn’t explain that any more than he could explain Heaven, but he felt it just the same. He only wished he could do the same for her, that he could give her the same hope she had given him.
 
   However, the look in her eyes, the one that said she had long ago given up on herself chilled him to the bone. It was not evil. It was cold and numb and hopeless, and she wanted to keep him from where she was. Jake thought about that, about how she had pushed him away, rejected the love he so wanted to give her. Then his thoughts traveled further back through their relationship, ducking and weaving through moments he hadn’t even bothered to remember prior to that moment.
 
   She had been there for him, in big moments and small. She had held him and helped him pick up the pieces of his life. She had even pushed him to try to find an answer as to how to get those pieces back together, but not once, not a single time had their relationship been about her. It was always about how she could help him. He traced backward and forward, over Thanksgiving and at the coffee shop. Had he ever really thought to be there for her? She was so obviously hurting. How had he missed that?
 
   It wasn’t like he didn’t care. It was more that he hadn’t cared enough to ask, to find out where her secrets were kept and how they made her who she now was.
 
   Then his mind slipped to another face. Mia. He heaved the sigh. No wonder Mia was so protective, no wonder she hated him on-sight. She had watched as her friend was shattered by a guy, a low-life creep, if anyone cared to ask Jake’s opinion of the scumbag. But Mia, wonderful Mia, had walked with Liz through it all. He let out a long breath. He owed the woman an apology and a hug. At least.
 
   And right there, he vowed he would do just that when he went to The Grind tomorrow night to see Liz. After all, he was going. He wasn’t about to let the best thing in his life just shut him out of hers so easily.
 
    
 
   “No. No,” Liz said the next afternoon over the stack of books spread on her dining room table. “I’m fine, Mia. Really. I am. I’m just swamped with studying, that’s all. Yes. I’ll be back tomorrow and the rest of the week. It’s just...” She listened to her friend’s diatribe about the short notice and the general problem of her leaving at all. “I know.” 
 
   Mia continued as if Liz had said nothing.
 
   “I. Know. Mia. I will. Okay. Okay. Yeah. Okay. Good-bye.” And she hung up. It was all she could do to keep her head up. After spending most of the night before crying and the other part studying, it was a miracle she’d even made it to class for her finals earlier. Going to The Grind was just too much.
 
   Besides, to spend the whole night looking at that empty table... There were just some things even she couldn’t make herself do. And that was definitely one of them.
 
    
 
   “She’s not here.” Mia came through the doors from the back of The Grind, stopped, and with one look withered Jake into terrified silence.
 
   He fought through the crushing worry and the you-should-be-cinders look. “What do you mean she’s not here? Where is she?”
 
   Mia came all the way out with the tray of cups in hand. She walked right to the counter in front of him where she set the tray down and splayed her hands on the countertop. “I don’t know, Jake. Why don’t you tell me where she is? She called here earlier, fifteen minutes late from when she was supposed to show up, and she sounded like Satan had just run over her with a truck and then backed up to finish the job.”
 
   The news and the accusation went through him like a knife.
 
   Somewhere between fury and tears, Mia looked at him and shook her head with a scowl. “So what’s going on with the two of you? Did you dump her now or what?”
 
   That cut even deeper. “No. I didn’t dump her. Why in the world would I do that?” He checked his anger, his tone, and his volume when customers looked their direction. “The truth is, I asked her to marry me, and she said yes.” Then reality jumped into his chest. “Well, she kind of said yes. Then she said no. And then... well, things kind of got confusing after that.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll bet.” Mia’s face was ricocheting from concern to anger and back again. 
 
   He wanted to scream at her, to demand she at least give him a chance, something, but the anger and concern in his chest were making rational thought very difficult. Finally he looked right at her and held her gaze with more strength than even he knew he possessed. “Look. She told me. Last night. She told me all of it.” He glanced around and lowered his voice. “About the abortion and everything.”
 
   That dragged the anger right out of Mia’s eyes, replacing it with surprise. “She told you?”
 
   “Yeah, she did. And then she freaked out on me and said she couldn’t marry me because of it.” He shook his head and let out a breath. “Look, I’ve gotta be honest with you here. I want to help her, but I don’t even know where to start. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to help. I don’t know what to say. It’s like she’s hell-bent on ruining the rest of her life because of this.”
 
   Mia looked like she was chewing something she’d rather spit out. Then finally she sighed and looked across the restaurant. “Do you have a minute so we can talk?”
 
   What kind of question was that? He had meant to thank her, but he hadn’t counted on being taken out point blank without even being given the chance. Now he wasn’t sure what to do. Finally he shrugged. “Sure. I guess so.”              
 
   Without another word, she crossed past the counter and where he stood, went over to a booth where she sat down and waited for him to join her. Jake had the feeling of reaching into a bear trap with his bare hand, but his concern for Liz far outweighed his need for self-preservation. He sat down and drilled his gaze into Mia, praying she had some answer for him and that she wouldn’t just shoot him down for good. 
 
   After a long moment he wondered if he was supposed to be the one to start because she said absolutely nothing. Then suddenly she jerked her gaze up to his, a move which pushed him backward.
 
   “I know she told you,” Mia started, her tone angry and bitter but trying not to be, “but I’m guessing she didn’t tell you what that jerk did to her.”
 
   Jake held his ground, determined not to run though that’s what his whole being was screaming at him to do. “I’m listening.”
 
   “Well, you didn’t hear this from me, and if she knew I told you, well...” Mia let out a sigh. “She’d only been here a few months before it all went down, but she was a good kid. Went to church, made good grades. An all-around good kid. And then she started hanging out with some low life scum-suckers, and she started to change. It wasn’t big at first, but then she started skipping work, just here and there, but enough to nearly get her canned. I went to bat for her and told her she’d better get her act straightened out.”
 
   This breath was long, slow, and sad. “Then one night I found her crying in the back curled up in the corner. I knew then that something was bad wrong, but even I wasn’t prepared for the news. She told me she thought she was pregnant, and she was real scared about telling her parents and him. I think she already knew what he would say.” Mia shook her head slowly. “Things pretty much went crashing off a cliff after that. He told her he’d pay for the abortion. Jerk. He acted like it was no big deal. Nearly killed Liz though. She didn’t want to. I know she didn’t, but he told her it was the kid or him. I’m telling you, he was a real class-A jerk that guy. I tried to tell her he was jerking her around, that he’d probably be gone no matter what she did, but she wouldn’t listen to me. She just knew he loved her, and if she did this for him, he would stay. The next thing I know I get a call in the middle of the night.”
 
   Mia swallowed hard and closed her eyes. “I told her to call 911, but she wouldn’t do it. She just kept saying, ‘Help me, Mia. Help.’” The sniff almost wasn’t except that it was, and Mia brushed it away. “Somehow we got her to the emergency room in time, but by then the jerk was nowhere to be found. He just dumped her off at her apartment and disappeared. I don’t even think she ever saw him again. If she did, she sure never told me about it. He just left her there like that, bleeding to death. To this day, if I could get my hands on him...”
 
   The words stopped, and her gaze slid to the table and held there. “She was never the same after that. It was like she just shut down, from who she was, from life, you know? Like she wouldn’t let anyone in.” Then she picked her gaze up and met his. “Until you showed up that is.”
 
   The mantel of the responsibility of those words settled on his shoulders, and he wasn’t sure he could carry it. 
 
   “I know I treated you like pond scum before, but the truth is, I didn’t want to see her hurt again. She nearly didn’t make it back the last time.”
 
   Once again, Jake wondered where Liz was now. Was she alone? Probably. He felt how alone she was, how cold, how sad. He wanted to go to her, to wrap her in his arms and never let go. “Thanks, Mia.” Sincerity cloaked his words and his gaze. “For being there for Liz and for being honest with me.” He thought through the next question. “Do you think she can make it back? Do you think she can get through this?”
 
   Mia sat motionless. “I’d like to tell you yes, but sometimes life doesn’t work out the way you want it to.”
 
   The customers were getting restless, and Mia glanced over at them. She didn’t move, however. “Look, I honestly don’t know if Liz will ever let anyone in again, but if you’re serious, you’re gonna have to decide if you’re in or out, no halfway, or you might as well split her down the middle and be done with it.” She stood then, pushing out of the booth. “She needs you, Jake. She needs you to be the guy who never lets her down, the guy who will be there with her no matter what. The question is, are you that guy or not?”
 
   He nodded, his gaze on the table. A moment more and she was gone. He picked his gaze up and followed her across the expanse to the next table. His thoughts spun through her words. Was he that guy? Could he be counted on no matter what? Could he be the guy who never let her down no matter what it cost him? His heart tugged back and forth, wanting to be that but not at all sure he had it in him.
 
   How long he sat there, he didn’t know, but finally he dragged himself up and stalked out. Mia was right. Liz needed someone with staying power, someone who wouldn’t back down when the going got rough. The problem was, he’d never been that guy before. What, other than his sincere desire to be, made him think he could be him now?
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   The explosion rocked everything as glass, fire and debris knocked Jasmine backward, away from the window where she had been watching for her contact. She had known something was wrong. Felt the watching eyes. She’d been feeling them, ever present, for days. Yet she had continued on her mission, doggedly pursuing the answers that eluded her. Praying she would stop the evil before it caught up to her. Now it finally had.
 
   Jake sat straight up in bed. His breaths came in gasps. Searching through the shadowy darkness, trying to make sense of the vision that had seemed so very, very real, he sat there for a moment and then lay back down slowly. However, the vision didn’t leave as it had so many times before. Instead it hovered there, just in front of him, whether in his mind or in his spirit or both, he couldn’t tell.
 
   It was Jasmine. Down in the coffee shop. Bleeding. Broken. Crumpled against the booth, and no longer moving as the evil that had sought her destruction closed in. 
 
   He watched in growing terror, willing her to get up, to whip out her gun to defend herself, to run. Something. Anything. Why wasn’t she moving? 
 
   “Jazz, get up.” The words strangled from him. It was strange thing to say, he knew even as he said it, but he couldn’t help it. She was going to die if she didn’t move. “Get up already!”
 
   Somewhere deep in his spirit, he began to plead with someone he had never even seen, never knew was there. Help her! Please! You’ve got to help her!
 
   Then through the smoke stepped a figure he had never before seen in any of the dreams he’d ever had of Jasmine, and he recoiled at the sight. The figure gave no outward indication of his intention in the situation, but his movements were swift and sure. With only one glance back, he stepped over to Jasmine’s crumpled body and bent down to her. “Stay with me, girl,” he breathed. “I’ll get you out of here.”
 
   And with that, he scooped her up into his arms and strode through the mayhem around them. Jake could not move, not even a single muscle. He was hardly even breathing. In fact, he dared not, lest he break the vision and be left with more questions than he had answers. Suddenly it all shifted as if tilting off-center and then righting itself again. He was in a hospital room watching Jasmine in the bed. She was pale and not really conscious, but blessedly he knew she was alive.
 
   Next to her, sat the figure he’d seen in the smoke, but all he could see was the man’s back. It was a man, but more than that, he could not say. He held his breath so as not to alert them to his presence. Then as if a vision herself, Jasmine stirred and then opened her eyes. Worry knifed through them when she saw the man, and she pulled to the side away from him.
 
   “No, Jazz,” the figure said, reaching for her. “It’s okay. It’s me. Sam.”
 
   “Sam?” she asked, the haze and pain making her voice hollow and tired. “I don’t know any Sam.”
 
   “Well, that much is true I guess,” he said with a soft laugh. “You don’t know me, but I do know you.”
 
   Panic and concern flooded her face. “What? How?”
 
   “Because I’ve been following you, protecting you, trying to make sure you didn’t end up here.” The figure glanced around. “Guess I didn’t do too good of a job this time.”
 
   “What? But how...? Why...?”
 
   “You are a very important piece of the Team, Jazz. We couldn’t have you out there fighting alone, now could we?”
 
   “I don’t... I don’t understand.”
 
   “Every agent is given two things. A mission and a partner. However, sometimes they are only told about the mission, not the partner. You were one of those agents.”
 
   She blinked, searching his face for verification of what he was telling her. “But I don’t understand. Why would I have a partner and not be told?”
 
   “Because you seemed to work so well on your own.”
 
   Her breath slid out in a half-laugh. “Okay. So why are you here then?”
 
   “I’ve always been here. With you. Watching. In case you ever needed me.”
 
   Jake watched as Jasmine’s face crumpled in thought. He knew what she was thinking— of all the close calls, all those moments of fear and believing she was alone in the fight, of the loneliness and the worry, of trying to defend herself with no help from anyone.
 
   “If I needed you?” she asked as anger punched to the surface. “How could you think I didn’t need you? How could you think I could do it alone? I didn’t want to do it alone. In fact, I did it scared out of my mind most of the time, thinking the next thing was going to take me out, that I wouldn’t survive it, that I wasn’t strong enough to keep going, that what was the point, that I could die and no one would even notice.”
 
   Inside him, Jake’s heart broke for her because though he had witnessed all of it, he had never so much as considered the terror she must be feeling in those moments. He had thought her invincible, indestructible. A robot even with no feelings that could ever be hurt. He had thought her to be made of emotional steel— hard, unbreakable, unbendable even. And now, as he watched, he saw the tears glistening in her eyes, and he realized how very wrong he had been.
 
   “All I ever wanted was to make a difference,” she said, gulping the words past the tears. “All I ever wanted was for something I did to count, to matter. Even if I didn’t win it all for good, I wanted to fight for good, but it’s been so hard. So lonely. I’ve spent so many nights in the dark, questioning the mission, questioning if I was strong enough to see it through no matter what...”
 
   “And you did,” the figure said eagerly. “You did. You met every challenge. You outsmarted every opponent.”
 
   But she turned sad, distraught eyes on him. “But I did it alone. I did it so scared. Don’t you see? I wanted someone to hold my hand, to be there with me, to hold me, to let me know that even when I failed, even when I fall, it’s going to be okay.”
 
   “But you didn’t quit.”
 
   “No because the mission was too important. The enemy would have taken out more of the innocents if I had let him, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t scared. It doesn’t mean I thought I was equal to the task, that I didn’t need someone to hold onto when it all got to be too much. Every time I went out there, I did it not because I thought I could but because I knew I had to.”
 
   “You’re a good agent, Jazz. You always have been.”
 
   “But I’m still human. I still get scared and hurt and lonely. I still need someone here, with me, to remind me that what I’m doing matters, that I’m not just a waste of time, space, and air.”
 
   The figure breathed softly. “Jasmine, I never knew any of this. You always looked so strong.”
 
   “What was my other choice?”
 
   Then the figure bowed his head, and Jake wanted to knock it off his shoulders for leaving Jasmine to the wolves. She was right, after all, she really could have used his help. Maybe together they could have stopped the enemy, maybe together they could have made an even bigger difference, maybe together she wouldn’t be lying in a hospital bed injured. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Jasmine,” the figure bent over the hand that he held said. “I’m so sorry. I never knew. Please forgive me. I thought you were better off without me. I thought I would just hold you back, that you wouldn’t accept me, that you didn’t need me, that I would be far more of a hindrance to you than a help.”
 
   Her eyes softened as she looked at his bowed head and sighed. “So you took yourself out of the game without even giving us a chance?” She blinked twice slowly as if thinking all the way through her next statement. “Look, out there in the fight, you’re going to mess up. It’s just going to happen. And even together, we won’t get everything right. We might get everything wrong, but together would be so much better than trying to do this alone. It really would. I need you. I’ve needed you. Don’t you see that? I need you, Sam.”
 
   The figure’s head jerked up and he breathed a laugh. “Well, if we’re going to do this, then you should probably know my name isn’t really Sam. SAM is just my call sign.”
 
   “O... kay.” She suddenly looked distrustful again. Her hand shook under his.
 
   “SAM stands for Special Agent... McCoy.”
 
   Jake’s breath snagged, and he jerked upward. The vision was swept from his mind with one snap. McCoy? He was the special agent? What? That couldn’t be right! He was Jasmine’s partner? Sent to protect her, to work with her, to watch over her, and to fight evil and stand up to the enemy for and with her? But how could that be? His eyes searched the darkness in front of him as he swallowed, trying to get any of it to process through his mind and heart. Then he saw it. Clearly. For the first time. Yes. Now that he thought about it, that figure had looked familiar though he’d never actually seen its face. The watching eyes. The unseen something that was always present but more than a feeling than a reality. It had been him the whole time.
 
   Then a pressing began to ache in his spirit. There was more to the dream, to the vision, to the whatever it had been. There was more to it than the words and the images destined for some dime store thriller novel. His spirit searched, willing Jasmine to come back and explain it to him. Suddenly other words from a different world floated up into his consciousness. “She needs you, Jake. She needs you to be the guy who never lets her down, the guy who will be there with her no matter what.”
 
   Panic split through his spirit as it careened through all of it. Jasmine lying there, pale and hurt. Liz lying in a hospital bed all alone. He swallowed hard.
 
   “SAM. Special Agent McCoy.”
 
   What had he done? She had looked so strong, like nothing could touch her. He had followed her onto the battlefield of his life, fully believing in her ability to see him through it all, never realizing she might need him as well. “Oh, Liz. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”
 
   With no more thought than that, he stumbled from the bed, not really conscious of where he was going or how he would get there, but he knew he couldn’t leave her alone for even one more moment. She would no longer face the evil alone. He would stand by her side and fight with her, but more than that, she would never again, even for a second, ever have to wonder if she had a partner in this fight.
 
    
 
   Why couldn’t she just put the past behind her and forget it all? It had felt so very easy for all these years. Now it simply wouldn’t leave her alone. Every nightmare. Every image. They were all right there, clawing at her spirit. Every time Liz closed her eyes, all of the images she had buried in her heart so long before were right there to remind her. The night she had found out about the baby. Telling Cole. Breaking down in the back when she’d thought Mia had long since gone home.
 
   She remembered the helplessness, the fear. Knowing she had let her parents down. What would they say, how they would react? She couldn’t tell them, couldn’t bear to see the disappointment in their eyes. She had never felt more alone than at that moment. Until the whole world crashed down around her less than a week later.
 
   The darkness of that apartment as she lay on the floor of the bathroom trying to think of what to do, who she could call, who would come, who even cared anymore. Strangely, even now she could feel the cold tile under her scathing body as she fought for consciousness and against the sleep that would not let her go.
 
   Then the images got blurrier, more indistinct, and much more frightening. Mia’s panicked voice. The ride to the hospital. The lights. The sounds. Waking up to see only blue and white and knowing she had surely died.
 
   Breath slid from her lungs as more images vied for her attention— the doctor and those horrible words. Going back to her apartment and cleaning up the blood. Knowing how close she had come and almost wishing she hadn’t come back. The utter numbness that had invaded her spirit, taken up residence, and never really departed from that moment to this. It was somewhere in the middle of those thoughts that she first heard the noise, and her spirit froze. Had Becca come back? She hadn’t seen or heard from her roommate in almost a month. No. It couldn’t be Becca. But who?
 
   Moving just slowly enough for actual motion, Liz reached up and swiped at her tears, preparing just in case. There it was again. It sounded like... a knock. Fear reached up and gripped her chest. She twisted and looked at the clock. 3:32. No. She had to be mistaken. No one would be out there at this hour. Or it was for someone else. Someone across the hall or next door. The tears were dry now. Fear had taken over.
 
   With her whole spirit fused to any and every sound at the front door, she heard it again, and she knew she wasn’t imagining things. It was a knock, and it was on her door. Her thoughts jerked around her apartment. She was all alone. If someone broke in, they would have their run of the place and her. Shaking invaded her body, and she thought through who she could call. Calling Mia was out of the question. She could never get here in time. Becca was probably long gone. 911 would think her a hysterical lunatic if it turned out to be her imagination. Then she thought of one more name. Jake.
 
   She squeezed her eyes closed, knowing how ridiculous she was being. Jake wouldn’t come. He didn’t even care anymore, and she didn’t blame him. 
 
   The knock sounded again, and realizing that her other option was to have the neighbors on her doorstep— or the cops— she slid from the bed and grabbed her robe. Oh, God, please help me. Please.
 
   Down the hallway she slid like an ebony shadow concealed by the darkness. Her heart hammered in her chest as every other inconsequential thing in her life disappeared. She wasn’t at all sure what she would do if evil really was on the other side of that door, but she had to find out. Just as she got to the frame, the knock sounded again, this time louder— or maybe it just sounded louder to her nerves. Either way, she jumped and only barely caught the shriek that threatened to escape.
 
   “Liz. Hey. You in there? Open up. It’s Jake.”
 
   Horror and surprise jerked her upright. “Jake?” Knowing whatever it was must be critical, she flew to the door and yanked on the chain, her shaking fingers barely able to manage to work the thing. Fear dissolved into worry as she pulled the door free of its confines. Light flooded in around her as he rushed inside, looking as panicked and worried as she felt.
 
   “Jake? What are you...?”
 
   With no more than that, he grabbed her and buried her in his embrace. “I’m so sorry, Liz. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”
 
   “Jake? What in the— ?” She pushed him back, fighting to keep some sanity about her. “What’s going on? What are you doing here?”
 
   He backed up, but his eyes were wild and his motions aberrant and uneven. “I’m sorry. I just... I had to see you, to tell you in case you thought...”
 
   “Thought what? Jake, slow down. You’re not making any sense.” Finally breathing again, she closed the door softly, hoping her neighbors would think it was all a dream and go back to sleep. Then she turned, summoning calm although nothing about her felt that way. She reached over and flipped on the light for good measure although that did little to make him look any less frantic.
 
   “Let’s sit down,” she said, motioning for the couch, and after only a second, he nodded.
 
   Following him, she started praying for the wisdom to get through this. He was really beginning to worry her. On the couch, he sat on one side, and she on the other. Strange how not thirty hours before they had been locked for what had felt like an eternity in a passionate embrace. Now they felt more like strangers. “What’s going on? Is... is everything okay?” she asked, venturing out which felt a lot like walking on water. What if she wasn’t equal to this? 
 
   His gaze jerked up to hers and then fell again. He shook his head. “No. It’s not okay.”
 
   She was one second away from asking the next question when he came back up and nailed her with his eyes.
 
   “You’re not alone.”
 
   That threw her completely off-track. “What?”
 
   “You’re not,” he said more vehemently than before. He slid across the couch in one motion, practically pinning her to the side. “Not anymore. Okay? I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere. I know what you said before about what happened and everything, but I’m not leaving. I’m sorry I wasn’t there before. Here. I mean, I’m sorry I didn’t understand.”
 
   None of this was making any sense. “Jake, what is wrong? What happened?”
 
   Finally he took a shaky breath, and his gaze fell. When it came back up again, thankfully, it was a little more calm. “Liz, you mean everything to me. I don’t know what I would do if I lost you, not because of what you did for me or what you’ve done for me, but because of you. You’re so strong, and I guess I thought you had it all together and what would you need me for. But I realized tonight, you act strong because you think you have to. You put on this face like everything is okay and you can handle anything and like you don’t need anybody when I’m starting to see that’s not the whole story.”
 
   Liz couldn’t hold his gaze, not and lie. Hers fell because she knew that being strong was a lie in her life more than anyone else had ever fully known. “Jake, I’m...”
 
   “No, Liz.” Gently, he reached over and slid his fingers over her cheek and through her hair. “I know, and it’s okay. You don’t have to pretend anymore.”
 
   Tears stung her eyes and heart. She shook her head to get them to leave her alone. “Jake, it’s not...”
 
   Then she felt his entire spirit fall into peace even as hers drifted toward chaos.
 
   She lifted her gaze, wanting to get him to understand. “I don’t...”
 
   But his gaze was soft, a pillow of down and feathers just waiting for her. “You’re not alone anymore. You don’t have to do this, act like it’s all okay, like you don’t need anybody. I’m here. I’m right here, and I’m not going anywhere.” And with that, he gathered her into his arms as her tears began to fall.
 
   Without her permission, her hand came up and clung to his jacket. It was soft and still cold from being outside. 
 
   “I’m so sorry you had to go through that alone,” he whispered. 
 
   A moment more and she sniffed, let go and sat back, but he wasn’t backing up. His gaze followed her all the way to her side of the couch. 
 
   “Will you tell me?” he asked gently. “I want to know about all of it.”
 
   Liz could hardly pick her head up. It felt like it weighed a million pounds. “It was a long time ago.”
 
   “That’s okay,” he said settling in next to her with his arms wrapped this way and that around her. “I want to hear it. As much as you remember.”
 
   She laughed softly and sniffed. “That could take all night.”
 
   He laid his head on hers. “That’s okay. Take all the time you need.”
 
   And then she told him. Slowly at first and then more solidly. It was strange how the details slid from her mouth and her heart though she had sworn she didn’t remember most of them. He held her as she cried and sat with her after all the tears were dry. Finally, she just had to know. “So what brought this on anyway? I’m not used to guys just showing up asking me to spill my guts at 4 o’clock in the morning.”
 
   He sat, not saying anything for a long moment.
 
   “Jake,” she said as if in warning, “I told you. Now spill.”
 
                 
 
   Putting his head back on the couch cushion, Jake wondered how to tell her without sounding like an idiot. “Well, it all started when I had this dream...”
 
   For a split second she looked like she was going to say something, but she just nodded.
 
   He swallowed, carefully lining up the words. “It was about Jasmine.”
 
   “And the book.”
 
   Thinking through that, he shook his head. “No. Not this time. This time I found out she has a partner.”
 
   “A partner?” Liz backed up in surprise. “I thought she worked alone.”
 
   He smiled. “So did she.”
 
    
 
   When he left for the docks at five-thirty, Liz considered crawling back in bed, but when she sat down on the edge of the mattress, her gaze snagged on her jeans lying on the floor. Remembering, she reached down to them and pulled the little ring from the pocket, and she smiled. It was perfect. Just like him. Carefully, reverently, gratefully, she slipped it on her finger and held out her hand as the breath slid through her.
 
   The doubts and fears were gone now. Yes, the past was still there, but even it didn’t hurt like it once had. She slid from the bed to the floor and knelt there in the still silence of the room. “Thank You, God, for Jake. Please help us to learn how to be partners, real partners, in everything. Thank You for sending him and for not letting him give up on me. I needed that.” She smiled. “But You already knew that, huh? Yeah. You already did.” She shook her head. “Keep him safe for me today. Let him see You, so he knows not just how much I love him but how much You do too. Amen.”
 
    
 
   “So how was your day off, McCoy?” Arnold sat down at the lunch table next to Jake as his mind drifted back and forth from the present to the night before. It was all so strange as if it was some surreal dream that hadn’t really happened. Except he knew it had.
 
   “Oh. It was okay.” It seemed so very long ago. He bit into his sandwich, hoping the man would drop the subject.
 
   “So what’d you do? Sleep in all day?”
 
   Jake’s mind jerked back to the conversation, and he batted all of the rest of it out of the way. “Uh, no. I...” He had no clue where to go with that statement. “Um...”
 
   “I... um?” Arnold laughed. “Didn’t know you had a lady friend to I-um with.”
 
   That snarled Jake’s train of thought further. He was tired of being the butt of the jokes, and he was even more tired of hiding everything about himself that was real. “Well, if you really want to know, I was at the hospital getting some tests done.”
 
   Horrified panic slipped into Arnold’s gaze. “Oh, dude. Sorry. I didn’t know.”
 
   “No.” Jake shook out of that and rolled his eyes. “I’m not dying or anything. It’s just...” The words reached up and got caught in his throat. He had never said them out loud before, not like this, to people who didn’t already know. “Well, the truth is I’m getting some help with reading, or I will be once we get through all of this blasted testing.”
 
   Arnold said nothing for a very long minute during which Jake wished he could completely disappear or take the last four minutes and erase them from the record of time. Then just before he made an excuse to leave, Arnold looked around and ducked in a little closer. “You had trouble in school?”
 
   The quiet pleading in the man’s voice surprised Jake enough to keep him planted on the bench. “Well, truth is, yeah, I did. A lot of trouble actually.” He was already on the track, what sense did it make jumping off the rails now? “But there’s this new program thing they have over at the college. They’re testing people to see if they can figure out what causes it and how to fix it.”
 
   “Fix it?” Arnold’s eyes lit up and then misted over. “They can fix it?”
 
   There was such a note of praying there might be hope in those words that Jake swallowed before he could answer. How had he gotten here again? “I don’t know... yet. I... I hope so.”
 
   At that moment two other guys from the floor came in and sat at their table, talking about the Jets game from the weekend and how if they didn’t get it together, they were going to be out of the playoffs. Jake ducked his head over his meager sandwich and dissolved back into his own little world. Arnold did the same, and the rest of lunch was eaten in complete silence between the two.
 
    
 
   It was crazy to be so nervous about just walking in to work, and yet Liz could hardly keep herself going that direction. New Yorkers streamed by her seemingly not even noticing she was on the same planet. Her thoughts spun as they had for most of the day to what Mia would say, what she would think. Liz knew what her friend thought of Jake. What would she think of this?
 
   Her heart skipped yet another beat as she dug her hand into her pocket and pushed through the door into the warmth of the space she had come to know so well in the last few years. Yes, she was going to miss this place come Friday. It was hard to believe this chapter was coming to an end so quickly.
 
   “Oh, well, look who decided to grace us with her presence,” Mia said, looking up from the counter, but there was a smile rather than a sneer attached to it.
 
   “I told you I’d be here tonight.” Liz fought to smile, to act normal as she shrugged out of her coat. “Looks like they’re beating down our door to get in.”
 
   There wasn’t a single person at any of the tables.
 
   “You should’ve been here last night. It was a mad house.”
 
   In the back Liz hung her coat on the hook and her scarf as well. She grabbed her apron, spun it around her waist, and tied it. Then she took one more look at the little ring, closed her eyes to say a prayer for strength, and headed back out front. 
 
   At the counter she snagged a rag and started wiping things down. On the opposite side by the cash register, Mia stood, counting and glancing her direction.
 
   “So are you okay?” her friend finally asked after several glances.
 
   Liz nodded, her chest wondering if she would live through this. “I am.”
 
   Mia half-nodded and kept counting. “Finals are good?”
 
   She nodded again. “They are.”
 
   “And everything else?”
 
   This was it. With a deep breath, Liz laid the rag to the side and faced her friend. “So how do you look in blue?”
 
   “Blue?” Mia’s gaze came over to her filled with worry and puzzlement. “Why?”
 
   A moment and Liz lifted her hand to her chest, the one with the tiny, little sparkly diamond. “Because I’m thinking maybe a summer wedding, maybe early June.”
 
   Understanding slid across Mia’s face, followed by a very small, almost sad smile. Then she nodded as if accepting the shift the world had just taken. “You know that boy is the luckiest guy on the planet, right?”
 
   Who met who? It didn’t really matter for in the next second they were hugging right there behind the counter. Liz’s heart burst with love and gratefulness for her friend. She didn’t deserve to be standing here, and yet she was. That had to be a God thing. Mia’s hug spoke of friendship and hope, something Liz hadn’t felt in a very long time. For others maybe, but never for herself.
 
   When she stepped back, she swiped at both her eyes, knowing she would be a raccoon if she didn’t get a handle on the mascara quickly.
 
   “So let me see it,” Mia said, taking her hand and examining the rock.
 
   Liz slipped backward a bit into her spirit. “It’s not very big.”
 
   “Hey, girl,” Mia said as she looked into her friend’s eyes. “It’s not the size of the rock. It’s the size of the love.”
 
   With a smile she could hardly contain, Liz nodded just as the bells jangled behind her. Mia looked up first as Liz continued to swipe at the tears, and when she got her gaze back up, she saw the look of acceptance on Mia’s face.
 
   “Well, look who just showed up. It’s Loverboy himself.”
 
   Liz spun around to find herself gazing at the only dream that she had ever wanted to come true. He looked more than a little wary, but he was here. She walked over to him and put her arms over his shoulders.
 
   Gently he kissed her and hugged her tightly.
 
   “I was hoping you’d show up.”
 
   “Where else would I be?”
 
    
 
   Friday night when the last customer was gone, and the lights were out, the three of them stood by the door, not quite ready to leave.
 
   “So,” Liz said as she stood in the shadow of Jake’s protection.
 
   “So,” Mia replied.
 
   “I guess this is it,” Liz said, rocking back and forth.
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   For as excited as she was about tomorrow, Liz did not want to see tonight, this minute, go. Good-byes had never been her strong suit. Mia looked at her with eyes that said everything that was in Liz’s heart.
 
   “You know I’m going to miss you, girl.” Mia stepped toward her, and Liz took her friend into her arms. “And you’d better come back. Often.” When they stepped apart, Mia was wiping her eyes. Then after only a second, she stepped over to Jake. “And you.”
 
   Jake wrapped her in his arms as if he’d done it a million times.
 
   “You take care of this one, you hear me?”
 
   He nodded. “You got it.”
 
   Mia came out of his hug, and he replaced his arm around Liz.
 
   “Well.” Mia swiped at her eyes and laughed. “I guess we’d better get on home. No sense standing around here blubbering all night.”
 
   Together they went out into the cold, which really was cold. Much too cold to stand on the sidewalk and say lingering good-byes.
 
   Mia locked up and bundled up in her coat. “Don’t be strangers.”
 
   “K. Take care of yourself.” Liz hugged her one more time, and then seeing no way to prolong things, she reluctantly turned with Jake the other way.
 
   They walked halfway down the block before he looked at her. “You okay?”
 
   “No,” she said honestly. “But I will be.”
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   The next morning at the Literacy Center, Liz headed off in one direction to start her training, and Jake went the other way to the testing center. IQ tests. He hated the term.
 
   During one of the breaks, Mrs. McLaughlin came over to see how things were going.
 
   “Well, compared with the MRI, these aren’t too bad,” he replied when she inquired about the testing.
 
   “So I’ve been told,” she said with a laugh. “I just wanted to express my thanks, Jake. We haven’t had a lot of time to really talk about things, but I know what a special young man you must be. I know how highly Liz thinks of you.”
 
   He ducked his head and kicked the toe of his shoe on the carpet.
 
   “I also know what a difference you are going to make to so many people out there even if you don’t see that right now.”
 
   The praise felt out of place and too heavy. He shrugged as he looked up at her. “I’m just Jake.”
 
   But she shook her head. “Oh, I beg to differ. You, my dear, are a Godsend.” She nodded thoughtfully. “We’ll talk later about everything.”
 
   “Jake?” the testing person said, and he look over at her with a sigh.
 
   They were ready. Time for more tests.
 
    
 
   “Liz,” Mrs. McLaughlin said at eleven o’clock.
 
   “Yes, ma’am?” Liz stood at the summons and tugged her shirt down in the back. Fascinating. It was all so fascinating.
 
   Mrs. McLaughlin ducked closer so the others wouldn’t hear, and fear rose in Liz. “Dr. Melody, the optometrist, just got here. She’s going to be testing Jake. I wondered if you would like to come observe with me.”
 
   More fear. Liz looked at her mentor with saucer-wide eyes. “Is that allowed?”
 
   “It is, and I think it would be good for you to see.”
 
   “O... okay.” Tugging at her shirt again as she followed the woman, Liz prayed that Jake wouldn’t be upset by her presence. She knew how close to the vest he played this part of the game. 
 
   They went across the center to a room on the far side. It was medium-sized with olive-gray walls and a temporarily-placed optometry chair on one side. A tall, thin woman with large eyes stood from the little table and extended her hand to Liz.
 
   “I’m Dr. Melody Taylor.”
 
   “I’m Liz.” The second her hand was back in her possession, she stuck it in her pocket.
 
   “You’re welcome to sit in those chairs. I just talked to Carla. They’re almost finished with the first round of vision tests.”
 
   They nodded and had just started to the chairs when Jake walked in, looking like he’d just shown up for his own execution.
 
   Dr. Melody was the first to move. “Hi, Jake.”
 
   “Hi.” He shook her hand, his eyes going wide and fearful though it was clear he was trying to be brave.
 
   “It’s so good to meet you,” Dr. Melody said. “This is like a marathon, huh?”
 
   He considered that and then nodded. “Kinda.”
 
   She headed over to the chair as Mrs. McLaughlin and Liz took seats directly in front of it but several feet away. Liz hated feeling like she was part of the audience. In fact, that chair look a bit like an electric chair to be really honest. She sent up another prayer for him.
 
   Across the room, he followed Dr. Melody slowly as if being dragged there, all the way until she turned and pulled him up short.
 
   “Before we get started, I just want to tell you a little about what we do.” She smiled a bright smile with lots of teeth. “I know this all looks daunting, but it’s really not as bad as it seems. I’m just going to have you sit here.” She took hold of Jake’s jacket and guided him to the chair where he shifted twice before getting settled. “Now, pretty much what I’m looking for is how your eyes move together. We’ve done some of the testing of this with the computer.” She nodded at Jake who nodded back. “This is going to give us some visual indication of how your eyes work.”
 
   Reaching over, she took a small ball on a long thin wire stick. “First, I’m going to move this ball in front of you, and I want you to keep your eyes on the ball. Ready?”
 
   Jake shifted, settled, and nodded.
 
   “Okay.” Dr. Melody started moving the ball side to side, then up and down, then in arcs around him.
 
   Liz wasn’t sure what she should be watching for, but then Dr. Melody stopped and took the ball away. Immediately Jake reached up to wipe his eyes.
 
   “You’re doing great.” Dr. Melody got set again. “Now this time, I want you to follow the ball.” She started it in motion. “And I’m going to ask some very easy questions.”
 
   Jake’s eyes curled and circled, catching on to the movement of the ball.
 
   “Good. Now, what is 1 + 1?”
 
   The hesitation was slight but obvious.
 
   “2.”
 
   “Good. What is 5 + 2?”
 
   This time he blinked as his eyes shifted, losing track of the ball for a whole second. “7.”
 
   “Good. Now spell your name.”
 
   It was almost as if something or someone else had snatched control of his eyes. They shook and shifted in the five seconds before he started. “J. A. K. E.”
 
   This time when Dr. Melody took the ball away, it was several seconds of eye-rubbing before Jake stopped blinking. It was as if someone had just flashed a bright light right into the back of his eyes. He rubbed, and Liz could see his eyes watering from all the way across the room.
 
   “You’re doing great,” Dr. Melody said, and Liz was incredibly impressed by the woman’s ability to be so reassuring. She vowed to work on that. “Now, I’m going to take the ball, and I want you to follow it from here.” She held it out about ten inches from him. “All the way in to your nose. Okay?”
 
   Jake nodded, but Liz saw the fear. God, he needs you. Help him out here.
 
   He let out a long exhale and readied himself.
 
   “Okay.” Dr. Melody held the ball out, and he anchored his gaze to it. She slowly drew it toward his nose.
 
   Liz completely expected his eyes to cross like hers would have, and one of them, the right one, actually tried. The other stayed almost straight forward. Dr. Melody nodded as she withdrew the ball back toward her.
 
   “One more time.”
 
   Sure enough. The same thing. Liz gulped a large slice of air. She fought not to react. Dr. Melody stopped and stepped back so she could talk to all of them as Jake went into desperately-trying-to-get-his-eyes-to-stop-watering mode. He rubbed and sniffed and rubbed again. And when he stopped, there were red rings around both eyes.
 
   Dr. Melody turned to them. “One of the central issues with reading is the ability of the eyes to team, or work together.” She moved the ball in front of her eyes. “They should be able to pass the information easily from one eye to the other. To come in, to go out. What we’re finding is that some kids who are diagnosed with dyslexia actually are having problems with their eyes. As you saw, Jake’s eyes ‘shake’ when he tries to hold focus and think through even something simple. It’s as if he can do one or the other, but not both. Because his eyes and his brain are working so hard at taking things in visually, it leaves precious little processing power for comprehension. As you’ll see in a little while when we look at the computer generated tests, not only are his eyes requiring a lot of concentration to team, they are also not smooth when he reads. They jerk back and forth. They don’t always go all the way to the left of the page and then all the way to the right.”
 
   Then she stepped over and smiled at Jake. “But the good news is, almost all of this is fixable. It just requires teaching the eyes to team and strengthening those muscles so they can.”
 
   “And that will fix the dyslexia?” Liz asked.
 
   “That will bring him to a place where he can begin to process things reliably and quickly through his visual system. Then it’s a matter of reteaching how to decode words and getting everything to work together instead of fighting for brain space.”
 
    
 
   At 12:20, they walked out of the LC hand-in-hand, headed for a little cafe down the block.
 
   “That was rough, huh?” Liz asked him.
 
   Jake thought through the question and shrugged. “Actually it was kind of interesting.”
 
   She nodded. “You look wiped.”
 
   He smiled. “Exhausted. Thanks for asking.”
 
   She angled her steps into his. “But happy?”
 
   Reaching around her, he grabbed the door, opened it and held it. “Very.”
 
    
 
   It was a good thing Jake was holding onto Liz’s hand when they got back to the center. Had he not been, he might not have stopped running short of Canada.
 
   “We weren’t planning to do this quite so quickly,” Mrs. McLaughlin said, meeting them at the door, “but everyone is here, and with Christmas coming up, we might not have much of a chance until well after the holidays.”
 
   “To do what?” Liz asked for him because Jake’s voice was gone.
 
   “Well, Dr. Bjorn came to drop off Jake’s records, and Dr. Melody and Carla are both still here. They’ve been doing some other testing.” Mrs. McLaughlin pleaded with them with her eyes. “I know this is sudden, and I really wouldn’t do it if they hadn’t just shown up.”
 
   True he wanted to run, but the greater truth was, he wanted to get this over with. “Okay.”
 
   “Okay?” Mrs. McLaughlin looked at him unsure she had heard the word correctly.
 
   “Yeah.” He nodded and shrugged. “Okay. It’s cool.”
 
   “Fabulous. Let me get everyone and we can go to the conference room.”
 
   When she was gone to get the others, Liz looked up at him and smiled a smile of soft hope and awe. “You’re amazing, you know that?”
 
   “I’m sorry. Did I miss you slipping and hitting your head on the way over here?” Humor seemed the best route. Everything else just looked like sheer terror.
 
   “I’m being serious, Jake. I’m proud of you.” And she wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed. “And if you’re real lucky, I’ll show you how much later.”
 
   “Hmm.” He bent and tweaked her nose with his. “It’s a date.”
 
   “Hm.” Mrs. McLaughlin was back, and they broke but didn’t let go. “We’re ready.”
 
   Ready had always seemed such a nice word. So innocent and benign. Your table is ready. Your steak is ready. Today it was anything but. 
 
   Still, clinging to Liz’s hand, Jake followed her, praying he would make it out of here in one piece. In the room, which was only barely medium-sized with a six-seat table in the middle, Jake pulled her chair out and followed her down. Immediately she put her hand back on his knee, and he put his arm around her chair back willing himself not to be sick right there.
 
   “First, I want to thank you all for coming,” Mrs. McLaughlin said. “I had scheduled to do this in January, but with you all here... Well.” She looked down at her notes. “Dr. Bjorn, would you like to start?”
 
   The short half-bald, half-grey-haired man stood and shuffled the papers in front of him. “I happened to have a small light board in my car.” He pulled the thing up and plugged it in before flipping on the light. 
 
    
 
   Liz dragged in a breath. It was something to look at X-rays with. She glanced back at Jake who looked positively ashen.
 
   Dr. Bjorn attached one X-ray and then another to the thing. “Now, over here we have the primary visual cortex. And here, you will notice a slight imbalance between the left and right hemispheres. This is very common in a case where a disruption in the optical system has taken place. Basically without putting too fine a point on it, the right brain or creative side, has had to shoulder more of the load from the left side, the side that decodes.”
 
   “Is...” From behind her, Jake cleared his throat, and she jerked around to look at him. “Is that really my brain?”
 
   With soft eyes, Dr. Bjorn looked at him. “Yes, Jake it is.”
 
   “Are..?” He sounded so shaky and unsure. “Are you sure?”
 
   Terror traced across Liz’s heart. They had come so far. Surely he wouldn’t run now. She glanced around the table only to be met with three very compassionate faces. They all seemed to say they understood completely. But she didn’t, and she was worried.
 
   “Yes. I’m very sure.”
 
   “Jake?” Liz turned to him and laid her hand on his thigh, willing him to look at her and be all right.
 
   “I...” Jake’s gaze fell between them. “I just... I always thought... there would be something... missing.”
 
   Her heart fell at the hopelessness in his voice. “Oh, Jake. Sweetheart.” And he collapsed forward as she turned fully and caught him coming forward. She understood the tears. He had been wounded so deeply. It just surprised her that he would let them fall here.
 
   “It’s not an unusual reaction,” Dr. Bjorn said softly with almost a hint of a smile. “Many people just like you have assumed the very same thing. But it is not true. There are some things in your brain that are not functioning quite the way they should be, but your brain is no different than any of ours in this room.”
 
   Jake pulled up, blinked at the tears, and shook his head. Then he closed his eyes. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No. No. Please,” Dr. Bjorn said. “By all means, this is very important, life-changing news. I think we would all be quite moved by it.”
 
   Another nod, and Jake sniffed the tears away. “I’m sorry, Doctor. Please continue.”
 
   Even as Liz returned her attention to the good doctor, she kept one eye and all of her heart on Jake. Every thought was a prayer, and every prayer a plea. God, he has so much to give. Please help them help him.
 
    
 
   There were so many, many terms that Jake did not grasp. Optical this and lateral that. But what he was coming to grips with as each person talked was the possibility that maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t broken forever.
 
   “You can see here,” Carla said, sliding her pen across the page of jerky, jagged lines, “when he gets to the end of the line, his eyes don’t quite get all the way to the end, and then when they come back to the left, well, they’re all over the place for a second or two. Then all the way across the line, they go forward and then backward, forward and backward. When ideally, they should sweep across the words forward and forward and forward.”
 
   “This is fascinating,” Mrs. McLaughlin said. “I’ve seen this even with students who have been with us for a while. They will go back over words they have already read or skip words at the end of the line or the beginning.”
 
   Carla nodded. “Very common. They also tend to skip over words in the middle of the sentence.”
 
   “Exactly!” And it wasn’t hard to hear the excitement from Mrs. McLaughlin. When she looked at him, she beamed. Then she looked back at Carla. “And can anyone do the therapy for this? Young? Old? What’s the oldest you’ve ever treated successfully?”
 
   “Well, we do things differently for older patients,” Dr. Melody cut in. “Most of them have jobs and lives.” She smiled at Jake. “We understand that. With younger children, we like to see them at least once a week for an hour long in-house therapy session. For older patients like Jake, we can do twice a month or even monthly depending on his schedule and how well he can do the at-home therapy.”
 
   “So, this is more than doing a few sessions?” Mrs. McLaughlin asked.
 
   “Yes. We like to give it six full months.” Dr. Melody shifted in her chair and laid her hands on the table. “Think of it this way. The eyes are a muscle just like your arm.” She curled her fist and showed her arm muscle though it was covered with her navy jacket. “You wouldn’t think of sending someone to the gym once a week for an hour and believe they would be able to lift 50 pounds in two weeks. Instead, what you would do is send them every day for a few minutes— 15, 20. Have them start with small weights and gradually work up to the bigger weights over the course of several months. This is the same principle. We are working on strengthening the eye muscles and stretching the connections so that side-to-side is not a problem and eye control and teaming are no longer a problem either.”
 
   “So when do you think we should start our part of the process?” Mrs. McLaughlin asked.
 
   Dr. Melody looked to Carla. “We’ve talked about this, and we’d like you to give us two full months. You’ve done all of your testing of his reading level?”
 
   “Yes,” Mrs. McLaughlin said.
 
   “Great. Then I say we make today Day One and see where we are with things in two months’ time.”
 
   “Very good,” Mrs. McLaughlin said, and then she seemed to remember she wasn’t the only one making the decision. “So how does that sound to you, Jake?”
 
   What could he say? “Let’s go for it.”
 
    
 
   By the time they left the center, Jake looked positively exhausted. 
 
   “So what do you think for supper?” Liz asked as they made their way back to her apartment through the bleak evening.
 
   “How about a pillow and a blanket?” He let out a breath. “Wow. That was rough.”
 
   Worry for him broke over her. “I could tell. Are you okay?”
 
   “Other than feeling like I just got hit with a truck? Yeah. Peachy.” He was holding her hand, not clinging any more. Just holding as they walked.
 
   They walked ten more steps before she got up the courage to ask more.
 
   “So what do you think?”
 
   “About?”
 
   “The stuff. The therapy and all of it.”
 
   He sighed long and slow. “I want to say we’re onto something, but it’s so hard to think it could ever really get any better.”
 
   “But it all fits, don’t you think? I mean the brain scans and how the optical system isn’t working right and everything. And every time you finished a test, you could just so tell your eyes were killing you.”
 
   “Yeah, they haven’t watered like that in a long time.”
 
   “But they used to?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. When I was younger, I can remember thinking to myself when Mom was trying to help me, ‘Stop! Can’t we just stop already?’”
 
   Step. Step. Step. And Liz yanked courage up by the throat. “So what would your mom say... about all of this?”
 
   He thought through the question and swiped at his nose. “I know what my dad would say. ‘Sounds like a big waste of time and money to me.’”
 
   The taunt hurt her heart, and she shook her head. “He’s wrong, Jake. You know that, right?”
 
   His gaze came over to hers. “Do I?”
 
   Anger and concern crashed into her. “I don’t know. Do you?”
 
   More steps. More silence. Her heart started to pound so hard that it hurt.
 
   Closing his eyes, he shook his head. “I’d like to say I don’t believe him, but parts of me... well... sometimes...”
 
   She took a deep breath and steadied herself and her words. “This isn’t like all the other times, Jake. I can feel it. I know it. God is doing something here, something really special. None of this is random. None of it. But you’re going to have to let go and trust.”
 
   His laugh sounded closer to a cry. “Well, that’s easier said than done.”
 
   “But God loves you, Jake. Do you know how I know?” There was something of a smile glinting through the question.
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “Because.” With his hand in hers, she lifted her left hand so he could see the diamond. “For a long time, today would have sent me running for the hills. But I’m not leaving. I’m not going anywhere. I’m right here. With you. So what do you have to say about that?”
 
   A step and he reached over and swept her up and off her feet, swinging her around in his arms and nearly up to his shoulder.
 
   “Jaaake!”  
 
   When he set her back down after the impromptu ride, she swatted his arm, but he just grinned at her as he held her there on the sidewalk.
 
   “Well, you asked.” Amusement glinted in his eyes.
 
   She smiled up at him. “That I did.”
 
   And as easy as that, he bent to kiss her right there in the middle of the New York sidewalk.
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   It was day number 5 of the first 60 days of the rest of his life. That’s how Jake had come to think of life, and it was good. He was working toward something— finally. Not just spinning his wheels as he had for so very long. He couldn’t wait to get to her place after work. He’d already done the home therapy that morning, but he wasn’t taking any chances. They said at least once a day, but he figured twice wouldn’t hurt. Besides, it was easy— following that pencil back and forth and memorizing a few presidents in order from silly drawings.
 
   He could already say the first five, and tomorrow they would add the next five. Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Madison, Monroe... He could even “see” the pictures in his mind which was truly cool as the slate there had been blank for so long he didn’t even know it was there.
 
   Sitting down at the lunch table, he pulled out his sandwich not really thinking about much else than her and life. Funny how even simple things like sandwiches tasted better now. He smiled at that thought in his heart and then on his lips. So very much had changed, but the biggest change of all was how he felt about himself and about life. Bowing his head, he said a humble and grateful thanks to God, having never meant any words more.
 
   “This seat taken?” Arnold asked, suddenly standing there like a kid who didn’t want to be in the principal’s office when Jake looked up.
 
   Jake shrugged. No one stood on protocol around here. “Sure. Have at it.”
 
   Arnold sat down slowly, with the movements of an old man though he couldn’t be more than 55. Just as slowly he unwrapped his own sandwich as Jake picked up a chip and ate it. The silence growing between them was making him squirm. He and Arnold had never been friends. Didn’t even acknowledge one another on the docks when their paths happened to cross. So this strange connective behavior worried him.
 
   Like a flash in his brain, he saw Jasmine leap into a burning building and the figure he had come to know so well over the past few nights follow her in. Where were they going? Who was in trouble now?
 
   “Hm.” Arnold cleared his throat although his gaze was on his sandwich. “You said the other day something about some testing at the college.”
 
   Jake’s heart snagged and held there. “Yeah.” He ate another chip, praying as hard as he could for help with whatever he’d just stepped into.
 
   Arnold nodded just as slowly as he was doing everything else. “So do they let anybody do that testing?”
 
   “Oh, uh....” He hadn’t thought to ask. “I don’t... I don’t know. It’s a new program. A new thing they’re trying. I’m kinda their human guinea pig.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? How so?” Now Arnold was looking at him, and that was worse. Much worse. 
 
   He felt so exposed, like one more word and everyone on the whole docks would be lined up laughing at him. He swallowed. “Well, it’s kind of hard to explain. I mean, they use a lot of big words I don’t really understand.”
 
   Arnold had his head down again as if he wasn’t even listening, but he was nodding as he chewed.
 
   Oh, Lord, seriously. I do not want to do this. He’s going to start laughing at me any second. I just know it. Jake jerked his gaze first one way and then the other before taking a hard breath. “It apparently has something to do with my eyes.”
 
   “Your eyes? I didn’t know you wore glasses.”
 
   “I don’t. It’s different than that.” Who was he to say this? He wasn’t an expert. He was just Jake. What did he know? “It’s... when I read or do close work, my eyes like... shake. They don’t work together very well. It’s kinda like they’re weak.”
 
   Digging between his teeth with his tongue, Arnold scrunched his face. “And that makes it so you can’t read?”
 
   “Apparently. So we’re working on them— my eyes, doing therapy at night and stuff.”
 
   “What kind of therapy?”
 
   Others walked in, and the conversation stopped. However, they chose another table, and after a minute and modulating his voice downward, Jake continued. “It’s actually pretty simple really, like following this pencil all around and memorizing some pictures.”
 
   “And this is going to help you read?” There was no disguising the skepticism in Arnold’s voice.
 
   “I don’t know. I guess we’ll see.”
 
    
 
   “Want me to help?” Liz asked, coming from the kitchen after checking on supper. They were having actual baked chicken tonight, and she definitely didn’t want to ruin it.
 
   “Ugh.” Jake pitched the pencil down onto the coffee table, blinked, and rubbed his eyes as he sat back into the couch cushions. “You really wouldn’t think it would be this bad.”
 
   She went all the way around the couch and sat on the coffee table where she folded her legs under her and picked up the pencil. “Here.”
 
   With only a touch of reluctance, he pulled himself back up to try to watch the tiny instrument of extreme torture. It was harder when she did it. Much harder. She went farther to the sides and held it there a lot longer.
 
   “Ready?” she asked, shifting and then settling in.
 
   “I guess so.” He leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees, holding his concentration on the pink end of the pencil. It was crazy how difficult such a simple thing could be.
 
    
 
   Even from a foot away, Liz could tell how much concentration the seemingly simple task took him. She did just as Carla had taught her. Side to side slowly, but always going farther than it looked like he could go. Back and forth. Back and forth. Three times and then four, and then before she could go diagonal, he backed up blinking. If it could be called that. It was more squeezing his eyes closed and rubbing them as if he could pull them from his skull.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   The blinking continued, ending with a squint, a grimace, and a sniff. “Yeah.”
 
   She hated torturing him like this. “You want me to finish it?”
 
   He only nodded with grim-faced determination. He sat forward again, and his gaze found and then followed the eraser end as it went up, then down, side-to-side and then in diagonals. She counted slowly in her mind so she wouldn’t go too fast. Another set, and they were done. Jake collapsed backward onto the cushions, squeezing his eyes closed, pinching the bride of his nose, and shaking his head.
 
   “You’re getting better at that,” she said. “You can go a lot farther to the sides now.”
 
   “That’s encouraging. At least I’m not completely wasting my time and yours.”
 
   “Hey,” she said with a smirk, “what else do we have to do, right?”
 
   Sitting up, he slid his hands to either side of her thighs and met her smirk with a grin of his own. “Well, I could think of a few things.”
 
   “Oh, really?” She leaned toward him. “So can I. Like the pigeon walk.”
 
   His shoulders fell forward, and he followed them right into her arms as if he couldn’t go another step. “You’re killing me, you know that?”
 
   Trying to pick him up and get him righted, she pushed him up with her shoulders and arms. “Come on. Supper’s going to be ready in like ten minutes.”
 
   Finally he breathed out a sarcastic breath. “Fine.” Standing up on his own, he walked across the room and shook his head. “You know this is embarrassing, right?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Liz shrugged and sat back to watch, really admiring the view. “I kind of look forward to it every night.” 
 
   “That is so wrong.” He shook his head at her. “You’re being cruel.”
 
   “Honest. It’s called being honest.” She sat up and clapped her hands. “Now, chop-chop. Get to it.”
 
    
 
   Jake really did hate this one. First off, it was hard. Coordination was not his strong suit. Worse, it was awkward. It involved turning his feet out with his heels together and then in. Out. In. Out. In. It was crazy how much concentration it took just to do that. Then he had to walk forward and backward five steps with his toes out. Who came up with this anyway?
 
   Throughout that process, he scowled at her watching him. “Having fun yet?”
 
   “You just look so cute like that.”
 
   “Ha. Ha. You think it’s so cute, you get up here and do it with me.” He didn’t think she would take him up on the offer, but she sprang up and came to stand next to him.
 
   “Oh, come on. It really can’t be that hard.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” This one was harder. Instead of toes going out, he had to make his heels go out while his toes stayed together. Out. In. Out. In. It wasn’t fair that she looked so very much more coordinated doing that. “Okay, now we walk.”
 
   Forward toes together, he felt like a loose, klutzy duck.
 
   “See, it’s not so bad,” she said, putting her hands under her arms and bobbing her head like a chicken. 
 
   Jake had to admit she looked awfully cute doing that. However, he knew he still looked like a geek. “Very nice. I had no idea you were so talented!”
 
   She straightened and swatted at him. “Now who’s being cruel?”
 
   “Cruel? That was a compliment.”
 
   “Don’t even try that. Meanie!”
 
   “Hey! Hello! Boyfriend abuse. Boyfriend abuse!”
 
   “Boyfriend?” she asked in horror. “Hey, buster! This ring on my finger says you’re a lot more than that.”
 
   “Sorry.” He smirked at her. “Fiancé abuse!”
 
   She nodded. “That’s better.”
 
    
 
   On Sunday, Jake picked her up, and they walked to church in the light snow. December in New York. Nothing could be prettier.
 
   “So I’ve been meaning to ask,” she said, and he could tell she didn’t want to. “What’re you doing for Christmas?”
 
   His glance over at her took in the burgundy stretch cap dotted with snowflakes. It wasn’t cold per se, but it was cold enough to preclude holding hands. “I don’t know, the pigeon walk?”
 
   She smiled and then it fell again. “I’ve been kind of thinking. I mean, we haven’t gone to tell my parents yet...”
 
   Jake breathed down the panic. Christmas. Parents. Engaged. Yeah. No pressure there.
 
   “I don’t want to freak you out,” she said softly. 
 
   “I’m not freaking out.” But he had to breathe to get the words out. Finally he took a flying leap off the cliff of it’s going to happen sooner or later, might as well get it over with and be happy about it. “It sounds like fun. When are we going?”
 
    
 
   Liz could hardly believe he took the parents-at-Christmastime news so easily. She had been trying to figure out how to ask him for a week, and now it was over and they were going. Home. Together. In five days.
 
   At the church door, he held it for her and she stepped through. He was like that— kind, such a gentleman. It was one of the first things she had liked about him so long ago. Amazing how much they had been through together. It felt like he had been in her life forever, and yet, she could clearly remember him not being there as well. How glad she was she had left that coffeepot on his table.
 
   “Liz!” Traci said, greeting them as she turned at the back of the church.
 
   “Hi.” Liz hugged her old friend, and when she stepped back, she realized Jake was right there, shadowing her. Traci’s gaze slid over to him and then all the way up and down the length of him. With a breath and a smile, Liz stepped back into his waiting embrace.
 
   Traci tilted her head as if asking a question. “We haven’t seen you at youth group in a while.”
 
   Liz couldn’t help herself as her smile brightened. “Yeah. I don’t think I’ll be coming anymore.”
 
   That’s when Traci caught sight of the ring on Liz’s finger, and her mouth dropped open. “Are you...?”
 
   By now Liz was beaming. “Yes. Traci, this is Jake McCoy, my fiancé.” 
 
   “Your...? Oh. My. Wow!  I had no idea you were that serious.”
 
   “It was all kind of sudden, but we’re really happy.”
 
   Traci perused them together. “I can see that. Well, I’ll be sure to tell everyone. Do we know when the wedding will be?”
 
   “Probably sometime in the summer.”
 
   The organ blared through the conversation, and all three of them looked that way.
 
   “We’d better get in,” Traci said, but she waited one second to hug Liz again. “I’m so happy for you, and he is hot.”
 
   Liz barely caught the laugh.
 
    
 
   Jake loved seeing Liz so happy. It made his heart feel lighter that she looked excited about their coupledom with her friend. He hadn’t met a lot of her friends. Mostly just Mia. And he had wondered about that. Now, as he sat down, he wondered a little more. His thoughts snaked back to before he knew her, to who she was when she’d first come to college. Liz a party girl. He still couldn’t see it. Not really. 
 
   She sat down next to him and snuggled close into his arm, so close he finally just put it around her because she was pinning it to his side. His heart lifted more when she burrowed in next to him and took his free hand in one of hers and ran the other down his thigh. Yes, she definitely seemed happier.
 
   The first few readings went by like a quiet wind. Jake didn’t really hear them, more felt them go by. He liked the words— hope, peace, light. Strange how, without even concentrating on what it all meant, they made him feel so good about everything. When they finally sat for the sermon, he didn’t bother to give her time to snuggle. Instead, he simply wrapped his arm around her as if it was meant to be nowhere else. Crazy how very right that felt even sitting in the middle of a church.
 
   “Have you ever,” the preacher started, “said to yourself, ‘There must be more than this’?”
 
   Jake shifted and tilted his head. This preacher had a way of making him feel as if he’d been watched all week.
 
   “More than what I’m seeing right now, more than what I’m living, more than this life I’m struggling through that seems so insignificant?” The preacher paused, gathering the attention of every person in the pews. “We think about John the Baptist today, out in the wilderness, crying out, trying to make people understand it was time to prepare the way for the Savior of the world to enter. Do you think he ever got frustrated— John the Baptist? Out there eating locusts and honey? Wearing animal skins in the hot and the dry and the lonely? Do you think he ever wanted to chuck it all and say, ‘Seriously. There’s got to be more than this.’”
 
   There were a few soft laughs.
 
   “And when that baby was born in that stable with those animals around. Do you think for one, little tiny moment Mary looked around and said, ‘There must be more than this. Something I’m not seeing, something I’m not getting here. God, we’re in a stable. This is not how I pictured this moment’? See, sometimes in our limited human perspective, as we perceive our situations, we can’t see how this is benefiting anyone, how this moment fits into a larger plan, a greater scheme— into eternity if you will. Maybe you’re a mom with small children and your whole day is consumed by strained carrots and messy diapers. Or maybe you’re a businessman, stuck all day in an office looking at numbers and more numbers that will still be there next year if you’re employed that long.
 
   “Or maybe you’re going through something really difficult— a divorce, an illness, the loss of a loved one, and you look around and you think, ‘There’s just got to be more than this.’ Why? Why do we feel that way? What is it inside of us that knows this isn’t the whole story? That little spark of Heaven that John the Baptist believed in so that he was willing to live his life in the desert, preaching to anyone who would come and listen about Someone no one even knew existed. It’s that tiny thread of hope that became human in that manger Who calls to us to believe in something more than just what our mortal eyes can see.”
 
   Funny, how the light seemed to soften and then brighten in the room. It wrapped around Jake like a warm, soft blanket, and he knew he was exactly where he’d always been meant to be.
 
   “It’s that hope, that knowing that pulls us forward and calls to us to find Heaven in the midst of whatever we’re going through.” At the podium the preacher shifted and paused. “You know, for a long time I didn’t tell anybody this, but I think today is as good a day as any. You see, I wasn’t always a preacher. I didn’t always have these nice suits and a theology diploma on my wall. For a long, long time I was a common street thug, existing, surviving— if you could call it that.
 
   “I kept telling myself as I’d lay in bed at night, hoping and praying the drive-bys wouldn’t happen in our neighborhood that night. ‘There must be more than this.’ I watched friends die, good friends, gunned down for dissing someone in the parking lot three days ago.” He stopped again and took a long breath. “And for a long time after the good Lord got me out of that mess, I promised myself that nobody would ever know what I came from, that nobody could ever find out because if they knew, they would never accept me preaching about God’s grace and mercy. But you see, I’ve come to understand something. When hope is all you have to hold on to, these words aren’t just words anymore. They become real. 
 
   “They become the substance of things hoped for, and the evidence of things you cannot even see right now. It’s because I was on those streets that I can tell kids now, that that ain’t no way to live. It’s because of what I’ve seen... of what I’ve done... that I know to the depths of my being that there is more than this. There is more to this life than what we can see right now. And God will lead you out of the misery you are in and into the Promised Land if you will let Him. If you will give the whole situation over to Him and believe more in the hope of Him than in what your mortal eyes are telling you. And I’ll tell you this too— whatever your situation, wherever you are right now is a piece in a greater plan that you can’t even see.
 
   “You can take those hurts, those things you are too ashamed to let anyone even know about and use them with God’s help, to lift others up and say, ‘Dude, I’ve been there. I know what it’s like, but the Good News is... there is hope. This is not all there is. Come with me. I’ll show you the Good News that I have found lying in a little manger, and His Name is Jesus Christ.”
 
    
 
   The journey back to her apartment had been a quiet one. They walked together but as if existing in their own separate worlds. Liz wondered what he was thinking about. She knew her own thoughts on the preacher’s words— how hope had battled in her heart with the darkness that had consumed her spirit in an inky blackness for so long. Her hope had come, draped in black, sitting in the back corner, surely praying that everyone would just leave him alone. It was, even now, a most remarkable thing because frankly, she had thought prior to his arrival that God really could never have forgiven her for her sordid past. Now it felt like maybe forgiveness wasn’t just some word in a book. Still, her heart wouldn’t let go of the guilt. If she had just been smarter with her choices back then, maybe...
 
   “You’re awful quiet,” Jake said, his head down, his gaze anchored to his feet sliding along the cold sidewalk.
 
   “I just keep thinking about what he said about this not being all there is. About there being more than this.”
 
   He nodded but never really looked up.
 
   “If that’s true, why does it feel like nothing ever changes? I mean, I keep thinking when this semester’s over or when I get that project done, then I’m going to feel different. But I never do. I just don’t know how you get past... life.”
 
   Jake nodded again but said nothing for a long minute. “I talked to Arnold again the other day— the guy with the son.”
 
   It was Liz’s turn to nod.
 
   His gaze drifted her direction. “I just keep thinking about what the pastor said about being able to tell kids that kind of life doesn’t work. Then I think about telling Arnold about me, about what I’ve been through, what I’m going through, and something in me just cringes like what if he laughs in my face.”
 
   The sincerity in his voice touched a chord deep in her. “I think it took a lot of courage for the pastor to admit that to everyone today, about his past, about everything.” 
 
   “Yeah. I don’t know if I’d have that much courage.”
 
    
 
   They spent the rest of Sunday eating, doing eye therapy, and just talking about life— where they saw themselves in ten years, plans, dreams, and even life together. As strange as it seemed, somehow for Liz, life had become almost bearable. Almost.
 
   After he left Sunday evening, she cleaned the apartment and went to her room. The heaviness of her spirit dragged behind her like a sack of rotten, smelly potatoes. She hated this guilt, hated feeling like forgiving herself would be a greater betrayal of her child than even the abortion had been. How does one forgive and forget something like that? How do you go on when you’ve done the worst conceivable thing and you can’t go back and fix it?
 
   She had no answers to that. Nor did she have any better ones when she awoke the next morning. It wasn’t anger now, it was just a pervasive sadness that had overtaken her spirit. She got up and dressed as if in slow motion. When she sat at the little vanity in her room and picked up the hairbrush, her gaze snagged on itself in the mirror, and tears flooded into her eyes. Pain welled up in her chest, and she crushed her lips together to stop the torrent of tears. “God, how... how could I do that? How...?”
 
    
 
   An hour later Liz had dressed and was outside walking. With finals over and not having to be at the Literacy Center until the afternoon, she really didn’t know where she was going. The swirls of the feather-dusting of snow they had received the night before hardly registered. Neither did the crowds of fellow New Yorkers streaming past in either direction. They were all going somewhere, all in a hurry. Getting ready for Christmas in just a few days. Christmas, normally such a joyous time. So why did she feel so incredibly heavy?
 
   She felt like she couldn’t hurry if she tried. Somehow she had always known if she let herself slow down, this is exactly what would happen— too much time to think, too much time to feel. It was dangerous for someone like her. Her steps carried her past the street where she would turn to go to The Grind and the theatre. Mia was surely home and asleep, Liz couldn’t call her though it would be nice to have someone to talk with.
 
   The thought brought her gaze up and through the throng of morning travelers, right to the street sign. She saw it, and in that moment, she suddenly knew where she was going.
 
    
 
   Ten-thirty morning break was the first chance Jake had, and he wasn’t going to waste this one on self-pity and the false sense of pride that had kept him chained to silence before. “Arnold!” he called, half-sprinting up to the older man who turned from those he was following to the break room. “Hey.”
 
   Arnold looked at him with concern but said nothing.
 
   Jake took half a breath to settle his nerves and another half of one for a quick prayer for the right words. “Listen, I was thinking about what we were talking about the other day, about the eye thing, and I know they are looking for people of all ages for this study. I was wondering if...” Boy, this was hard. Harder even than he had thought it would be. The thoughts of Arnold laughing outright at him in front of everyone spiked through his mind and shut down his ability to speak. His gaze darted around, measuring who might overhear them. No. No! I’m not going to chicken out. I’m doing this whether they laugh or not. His gaze came back and landed squarely on his co-worker. “I’m sorry, what’s your son’s name again?”
 
   Cornered and panicked. That’s exactly how Arnold looked. “Kasen.”
 
   “Kasen.” Jake nodded, feeling an instant connection with this boy he had never met. He turned them both for the break room. “And he’s in what grade?”
 
   “Seventh.”
 
   That dug a knife right into Jake’s heart. Some weird part of him wanted to hug the kid and tell him that he completely understood. “And he’s having trouble in school?”
 
   “Yeah. Probably not going to make it through this year. He’s already flunking like three classes or something.”
 
   A report card he hadn’t even remembered flashed onto the screen of his mind, and Jake had to drag in a long breath to blot out the yelling and the crying that had resulted from that one little piece of paper. “Well, I was going to say, I’m going over tonight to pick up my girlfriend. She works at the Literacy Center. I could get some information for you, find out if they have some other spots for Kasen, if you want.”
 
   For one second Jake knew exactly what hope looked like because in that moment it was suddenly staring back at him through the sad, tired eyes of a man he had never thought could register much more than burly harsh words. “You would do that?”
 
   This smile was the easiest he’d ever felt. “Absolutely.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, Pastor,” Liz said to the man who was no more than five-years her elder. “I don’t have an appointment.”
 
   “That’s all right.” He had been standing at the front reception desk, talking with the secretary when she walked in. It almost seemed like he’d been there waiting for her arrival. But she knew he hadn’t, and suddenly she felt very silly for having come. What could he say? There was nothing he could do to make any of this better. Her past was hers to carry. What could he possibly do to help? “Please,” he continued, “just come through this door over here, and we can go back to my office.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.” Honestly Liz would have preferred to run the other direction, but she followed his instructions and him down the little hallway, tugging the knit cap from her head. She soon found herself in a very dimly lit office. It was hardly big and not very well-organized at all.
 
   “Sorry for the mess. I’m still getting moved in.” He laughed at his own joke. “Been moving in for three years now, you’d think I’d have gotten it done by now.”
 
   She fought to smile, but the panic was now coiling tightly around her chest so that she could hardly breathe much less look happy.
 
   “There you go. Have a seat.”
 
   It took a swallow and a breath to get herself into the chair, and when she was down, she smoothed out her hair.
 
   “Now...” His eyes asked the rest of the question he didn’t voice.
 
   “Liz,” she said, shaking on the word. “Uh, Liz Savoy.”
 
   “Liz,” he said kindly, “what have you come to talk about?”
 
   “Well.” Her gaze found her knit cap wrapping over and around her fingers in her lap, and all of life focused right there. “I was... here... yesterday, and I heard your sermon.”
 
   The pastor nodded, looking like he’d been hit with a rotten tomato, but he said nothing.
 
   She glanced up but couldn’t hold his gaze. “Um, I was wondering, if you really believe that, about hope even when things look really bad.”
 
   He smiled very softly. “Yes. I do. Would you like to tell me what’s really bad for you?”
 
   Until that moment, she had thought she could do this, but now she wasn’t so sure. Ducking to get the tears to stop, she sniffed them back and swiped at her nose. This wasn’t what she had in mind at all. Falling apart? He was going to think she was idiot.
 
   “I know,” he said, his voice sounding like Heaven on a summer’s day, “man, life can take some awful tough swings at you sometimes, can’t it?”
 
   She nodded, bobbing her head even though all he could see was the top of it. Sniffing once really hard, she gathered her courage up by the throat. “I did something... something I’m not proud of, something I’d like to go back and change.”
 
   His face and manner registered only patience. “Is this something you can go back and change?”
 
   Ache ripped through her heart as she shook her head, and more tears tumbled from her eyes that were now squeezed shut.
 
   “I see. Did this something happen recently?”
 
   She sniffed again, trying to get a handle on her overwhelming emotions. “Three years ago.”
 
   He heaved a sigh. “Okay. Look, Liz, I’m not here to judge you. God knows I’m in no position to judge anybody. I just want to help you, to give you some hope that God knows all about you too, and He’s ready to forgive you.”
 
   “That’s just it.” Her gaze swung up to his. “I think God probably has forgiven me. I mean I’ve asked Him to and all, but I just... I can’t forgive myself. I can’t. What I did...”
 
   “... was too bad to ever forgive,” he finished for her, and she nodded, wondering how he knew the end of that sentence.              
 
   Standing, he came around the desk and sat on top of it. “Let me ask you this, are you holding onto this thing because you think if you let it go, that will somehow mean you think it was okay?”
 
   She could almost hear the ripping of the tears up from the surface of her heart. “Yeah.”
 
   “Yeah.” He nodded, paused, and let out a breath. “And do you think that moving on from that decision will make people think you really didn’t care about it? That maybe it wasn’t that big of a deal to you?”
 
   Again, she nodded, feeling like the world might fall in on top of her at any moment.
 
   “Tell you what, let me explain something about God that might help.” He slid off the desk and walked over to the door before turning. “God is not about condemning you, so if you’re feeling condemned, that’s Satan, not God. Our God, our Father, loves you more than you can know, and it has nothing to do with anything you’ve ever done— good or bad. He has put inside of each of us a conscience that helps us know right from wrong, and when we do wrong, our conscience lets us know it.
 
   “Let me ask you this:  have you ever been around a hot stove or a pan?”
 
   She liked this, it felt like getting away from the center of her story, like maybe she wouldn’t have to confess what she had done. Lifting her gaze, she nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “And why don’t you touch that hot surface?”
 
   “Because you’ll get burned.”
 
   “Exactly. Now some of us had parents who warned us about the hot stove, and we took them at their word and didn’t touch the thing. Others of us didn’t have those kinds of parents and had to learn about the hot stove the hard way. We touched it, got burned, felt the pain, and decided, ‘That was not a good idea.’”
 
   Liz almost laughed through her tears.
 
   “Right?” He smiled at her. “I’m right, aren’t I?”
 
   She smiled again and nodded.
 
   “And then there are some of us who had the good kind of parent, who told us not to touch the stove, but we had to see for ourselves. So we waltzed right up to the stove and smack!” He slapped his hand on the desk, causing her to jump. Then his eyes got wide, and he yanked his hand back and shook it. “OW!  That’s hot!”
 
   This time, she really did laugh at his theatrics.
 
   “Right? You’ve been there then? Testing the stove, and you found out— that it’s hot. It hurts when I do that.”
 
   Now she was beginning to see just a bit clearer.
 
   “So why did God spell out all of those commandments? So He could punish us when we did something wrong, or was it Him telling us, ‘Don’t touch the hot stove. It will hurt you’?”
 
   Her spirit felt as if it had been scalded repeatedly by that stove. 
 
   “The thing is, when we feel the pain, it’s a signal that something is not right. Something is hurting and we need to take our hand off the stove.” He sat back down on the desk. “You get it now, don’t you? You get it that when God said, ‘Liz, that stove is hot. Don’t touch it,’ He wasn’t fooling around. He wasn’t trying to take away your fun. The stove really was hot, and it really did hurt.”
 
   She nodded. Yes, it really did hurt. Physically but mentally, emotionally, and spiritually as well.
 
   “Good. Then the first thing you’ve got to do is take your hand off the stove.”
 
   A question went through her mind and her eyes.
 
   “See, you’re holding your hand on that stove, bound and determined to keep yourself in that pain because you disobeyed and did what God told you not to do. And God’s right here saying, ‘Liz, take your hand off the stove, Child. You’ve been keeping yourself in this pain for too long.’”
 
   She shook her head. “But how do you do that? How do you let it go?”
 
   His eyes grew even kinder and gentler. “Sometimes it’s really hard. Sometimes it’s so hard that you can’t even do it.”
 
   Oh, that’s comforting. The words shot through her being, but she yanked them back before they came from her mouth.
 
   “But there’s something I’ve learned. When things are the hardest, when what God is asking us to do is so hard that you know you can’t do it, that’s when you’ve got to ask for His help. Not to fix the situation if it can’t be fixed, but to help us to forgive ourselves. We have to ask Him to help us to be willing to give the same forgiveness to ourselves that He’s already given us— to be willing to take our hand off the stove.”
 
   She cringed at the thought. “And then what? Forgive and forget?”
 
   “Ah.” The pastor smiled a mysterious smile. “Let me ask you a question.”
 
   It was odd how he could go zipping down a different path so easily. “What’s that?”
 
   “When Jesus came back from the dead and saw His disciples, how did they know it was Him?”
 
   Strange question in the midst of this particular discussion, but okay... “Well, He showed them the nail marks in His hands. At least He did Thomas.”
 
   “That’s right. He showed them His scars. The Bible calls them ‘nail prints,’ but the more accurate term is ‘scars.’  He showed them His scars to prove to them that He was, in fact, Jesus Christ the One Who was crucified. So let me ask you this. After that, He ascended body and soul into Heaven, so what happened to the scars?”
 
   “What do you mean, what happened to them?”
 
   The preacher’s eyes began glinting with glee. “What happened to them? Are they gone now, or does He still have them?”
 
   Again, a weird question that had nothing to do with anything. “I don’t know. I guess He still has them, but...”
 
   “Wait. One more question, do you believe that if He so chose, he could remove those scars from His body?”
 
   Annoyance was creeping into her spirit. “Well, He cured a blind man and healed a paralytic, so I don’t see why not.”
 
   “Exactly. He could have. He could have healed His own scars, but the Lord of Glory chose to keep those scars. Why?”
 
   Good question. She didn’t answer— some because she didn’t know it, and some because some small part of the answer whispered hope she hadn’t expected to ever see again.
 
   “Have you ever read Paul?” The preacher leaned back and grabbed a Bible from the corner of the desk.
 
   “Uh, some. I guess.”
 
   “But you know St. Paul, right? Wrote like half of the New Testament, went all over preaching about Jesus. He had to be a pretty together guy— no scars on him, right?”
 
   Liz wasn’t really following anymore.
 
   The preacher flipped through the Bible. “Ah, here it is. 2 Corinthians starting at verse 7. ‘Because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, for this reason, to keep me from exalting myself, there was given me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me— to keep me from exalting myself! Concerning this I implored the Lord three times that it might leave me. And He has said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.’ Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ’s sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong.” The pastor closed the Bible. “Hm. Sounds like Paul had some issues too, sounds like maybe even he had some scars. But what was his answer to them?”
 
   “That God take them away.” It would have been her first choice as well.
 
   “And God said...?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She searched her spirit. “Because Paul was learning the hard way that God could be strong for him in the places where he was the weakest.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “So when you take your hand off the stove, you don’t forget that it hurt, you don’t forget what the pain felt like, but you let those scars remind you that God was right all along,” she said now beginning to understand. “That the stove was hot, and you touched it anyway, but He’s forgiven you for insisting that you learn the hard way.”
 
   He nodded. “And then you use that knowledge to help others avoid the stove.”
 
   Liz sat, absorbing it all. Then she knew what she had to do. It was time to take her hand off of the stove. “About three years ago, I got pregnant.”
 
   There was no surprise anywhere on the pastor’s face, only a gentle knowing.
 
   “I had just started college, and I didn’t think I could handle having a baby and going to school too.” She let out a long sigh. “My parents would have had a fit, and I was... I was just a mess. So my boyfriend at the time said he would take care of it.” The memory was still there, but the guilt had softened to a gentle understanding that yes, she had made a mistake, and she was truly, truly sorry for it, but God no longer required her to be in anguish to try to make up for it. “And he did.” She nodded three times to get the next sentence out of her mouth. “I had an abortion. I closed my heart to that child and made my life more important than hers.”
 
   “Hers?”
 
   Liz shrugged although she barely moved. “I always kind of thought it was a girl. I really don’t know. I didn’t want to know.” She blew out a breath. “I was so selfish about all of it. I wanted the parties and the boys. I wanted to do what I wanted to do, and no one was going to tell me any different.”
 
   “And what did you learn?”
 
   She almost laughed. “That that stove really is very, very hot.”
 
    
 
   After leaving the pastor’s office, Liz went down to the little park. She found a bench and sat down. It was cold, too cold for many people to be out. That was all right. Alone time sounded very good right about now, so she simply sat and thought and prayed. When she stood up an hour later, peace had finally begun to make its home in her heart, and finally, the wounds began to become scars. 
 
   ~*~
 
   How long she sat there, she did not know. All she knew was that the emotional anguish had finally begun to relinquish its hold on her. She didn’t know how or exactly what His plan was, but she knew God had something in mind for her— a way to use her scars. Maybe she should have felt lighter, but all she really felt was tired. Worn out from the day’s events— or maybe from the events from three years before to this very moment, she couldn’t clearly tell.
 
   Still, she needed to get to work. Josh, the kid she was working with now, would be there soon, and she didn’t want to be late. Hurrying her steps, she thought about Josh and then about Jake. He had weathered so much. How he had kept going through it all, she wasn’t sure. She really admired that about him, and it crossed her mind that she should tell him that when she got the chance.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Well, hello there, beautiful.” Jake wrapped his arm around Liz as she sat at one of the Learning Center desks filling out a form, and it was a feeling he could get used to.
 
   She looked up, and happiness went all the way down to the bottom of her eyes. “Hey! You’re early.”
 
   “Yeah.” He stood and checked his watch. “I was hoping I could catch Mrs. McLaughlin.”
 
   Concern went through her eyes.
 
   “No,” he said with a laugh, “I’m not dropping out. It’s about Kasen.”
 
   Her face fell further into puzzlement. “Kasen?”
 
   “Arnold’s son. They’re wanting to try out the program. Maybe. If I can get him the information.” It was so strange to him how very different all of this felt now. When he stopped focusing on himself long enough to see the pain this problem was causing others, he’d found a mission worthy of his time and effort.
 
   “Oh. I think she’s in her office.”
 
   “Great.” He turned and then turned back. “Oh.” With only that, he bent and kissed her, solidly and without embarrassment. “Thanks.”
 
   The puzzlement in her eyes was back. “For what?”
 
   He stepped back and winked. “Everything.”
 
    



 
  

[bookmark: _Epilogue]Epilogue
 
    
 
   As Liz stood in the little church back home six months later, it was truly difficult to put how much life had changed into words. She was working, full-time now, at the Literacy Center, and on her days off, she volunteered at the crisis pregnancy center down the street from where they would live as man and wife. Soon she would start graduate school, her dissertation on dyslexia and its causes would be both professional and quite personal as well. Already she had seen so many souls, so many people struggling so hard against life’s most difficult challenges, and she was determined to help as many of them as she could.
 
   “It’s about time, honey,” her mother said, coming in and taking her daughter into her arms. When she backed up, tears welled in her mother’s eyes. “I’m so proud of you.”
 
   And the import of those words were not lost on Liz who had sat with the three of them long into the night on Christmas Eve as they cried over her past now revealed. Somehow, in spite of it all, love remained. When the hug broke, her mother swiped at her eyes and then reached into her pocket. “I have something for you.”
 
   The small baby necklace was tiny to behold, and Liz looked up from it to her mother’s gaze. 
 
   “I found it the other night when I was cleaning out some old stuff from your room,” her mother said. “It’s yours, from your Baptism. I thought maybe you’d want to wind it into your bouquet.”
 
   Tears crowded into her eyes. “Yes. Of course I do. Thank you.”
 
   Together, mother and daughter laced the delicate gold chain into the weave of white flowers. Then her mother looked at her. “You’re a child of the King. Don’t ever forget that.”
 
   Liz hugged her again just as her father opened the door, ushering in the sound of the song that would end with her standing next to Jake— the place she had always been meant to be.
 
   “It’s time, ladies.”
 
    
 
   In all of his 30 years Jake had never seen anything so beautiful as the woman who stepped into the center of the aisle bound for his side. How had he gotten so incredibly lucky?
 
   On the sides between them sat many who had watched their unlikely journey unfold. Mrs. McLaughlin, Carla, even Dr. Melody had made it for the ceremony. He was glad. This would be even more special with all of them here.
 
   When Liz reached the front of the aisle and her father put her hand in Jake’s, a silent conversation passed from the older man right into his heart. Take care of her, Jake. 
 
   To which he solemnly answered, I will.
 
   Then, hand-in-hand, they stepped forward into their new life together.
 
    
 
   “And now, Jake has something he would like to say,” the pastor said and smiled at Jake.
 
   Instantly Liz looked at him with concern. This wasn’t anything they had practiced.
 
   However, he wasn’t looking at her. Instead, he was fumbling with the pocket of his tux, and it took him another ten seconds to extricate the paper and free it from the confines of where it had been secreted. A second more and he smiled and held it up. “Got it.” His gaze touched hers but didn’t hold. Instead, it fell down to his fingers which were unfolding the crinkly-sounding paper.
 
   When he got it opened and smoothed out, Jake looked at her again, his gaze pleading with her to love him beyond whatever it was he was about to do. “Hm. Um, most of you know that I grew up basically not being able to read. And some of you know that one of my dreams is to write a best seller.”
 
   There were a few soft chuckles.
 
   “Don’t laugh,” he said with a chuckle of his own. “It’s coming. You wait and see.” Then he sniffed and rubbed his nose. “But for now...” His gaze came up to hers then and locked and held. “I wrote this about you that night after we went to the museum.” He let out another long breath that filled his eyes with tears. He tilted his head in apology. “The spelling’s really bad, but the sentiment hasn’t changed.”
 
   Liz knew her own tears were not helping him at all, and yet she couldn’t stop them. 
 
   “Up from the darkness, my heart can see; a light. A light, can it be? No one has ever stopped, they roared right on by; no matter, no matter how very hard I tried. Then you came along, a warm summer’s breeze in a cold, sad world. I love it when you laugh. I love it when you sigh. Most of all, I love being the one you didn’t pass on by.”
 
   She couldn’t help herself, protocol or not, practiced or not, she threw her arms around his neck, hugged him to her and kissed him. “Me, too,” she whispered as tears rolled down her face. “Me, too.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “We can stop in and see your parents on the way back into town,” Liz said as they drove back down the Interstate from their three-day honeymoon to Niagara Falls. Okay, they hadn’t really visited the Falls— more seen them from a safe distance, but that was one more thing to check off her to-be-done-in-New-York list, so she was happy. 
 
   “Oh, boy. Mom will be thrilled. She’s already talking about us moving up-state and you helping get a program going at her school.” Jake grinned at her and shook his head. “The two of you together scares me.”
 
   “It should.” She flashed him a wicked grin and settled back in her seat to just enjoy watching him drive. “So how’s Jasmine doing these days anyway? Has she figured out any more pieces to that book?”
 
   “She’s headed to Texas now.”
 
   Quirking her face, Liz lifted her eyebrows. “Texas? What’s in Texas?”
 
   Jake just shrugged. “Beats me. I figure I’ll find out when we get there.” With a smile, he reached across the seat, took her hand in his, kissed it, and laid it in his between them.
 
   Liz shook her head in complete accepting bewilderment. It was going to be quite a journey with a guy who let his heart lead wherever it and the stories took him. Yes, for all those years, there really had been more to life than she had ever imagined, and nothing in her could wait to find out just what adventures lay in store for them. 
 
   As she shook her head and put it back on the seat to just enjoy the ride, the simple truth of her new existence seeped into her. With his hand, his heart, and his soul wrapped with perfect love around her, ‘more than this’ suddenly felt amazingly possible and so incredibly, perfectly, effortlessly simple, she knew this could only be a gift from God Himself. She smiled at the thought, closed her eyes, and said thanks before surrendering completely to the hope overflowing from her heart. It was definitely a feeling she could get used to.
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   Dear Reader,
 
    
 
   I sincerely hope you enjoyed reading Liz and Jake’s journey in More Than This. 
 
    
 
   In my writing, God often sends me into really tough situations. I have written about such heart-breaking situations as losing a spouse to cancer, drug addiction, bullying, and suicide. This book, More Than This, hit on two very emotional subjects—dyslexia and abortion.  That’s not where it started.  In fact, when I started it, I had no idea Jake was dyslexic. He was just this mysterious yet intriguing guy who sat in the back of this coffee shop. It was only when I was about 50 pages into the story that I realized what was really going on with him (yes, I write a lot like Jake does—just writing and seeing where the story and characters take me).
 
    
 
   The thing was that I began to see Jake’s story was much like what our family was dealing with at the time. You see, dyslexia had blind-sided my youngest child’s life in ways I never could have imagined. Many of the therapies that Jake goes through in the book are things we actually did or tried with my son.  Because I know there are people out there who are struggling with this issue, and because I know, I would have loved to have some guidance and direction in the maze that we suddenly found ourselves in, I have decided to also make available our family’s story of battling dyslexia.
 
    
 
   Something’s Not Right (Amazon Kindle Edition) is also now available for purchase at Amazon.  It walks you through our story from the very first signs to the solutions we eventually found.  I hope that this story coupled with that one will give those facing this issue renewed hope and a brighter tomorrow because I firmly believe that most if not all those who have dyslexia can overcome it if given the right tools and therapy.
 
    
 
   However, in all of this dyslexia talk, I do not want to ignore the other very real issue dealt with in this book—that of abortion and the aftermath of it. Please know, if you or a loved one is suffering with the effects of a decision to abort, there is hope and there is help.  I sincerely encourage you to consider the resources listed below because no one should have to suffer alone.
 
    
 
   Thank you, dear reader, for taking this journey with me.  A journey into the lives of broken people trying to find the light. May you as they do, find the Light that is Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior.
 
    
 
   All my best to you!
 
    
 
   Blessings,
 
    
 
   Staci Stallings 
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   Help for Dyslexia
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Something’s Not Right
 
    
 
   Staci’s personal account of her journey with her son who had dyslexia
 
    
 
   Vision Therapy
 
    
 
   Barton Reading
 
   
 
   Help for Abortion
 
    
 
   Rachel’s Vineyard
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   “More Than This”
 
    
 
   Please consider leaving your thoughts
for other readers on Amazon!
 
   Click here!



 
  



 
    
 
   Shhh!  Here’s a Sneak Peek at another Christian Romance Best Seller
 
   By Staci Stallings
 
   The Long Way Home
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “I wish I could go, John, but the Rothschild account’s taking up so much time these days, I just can’t,” Phillip Anderson said into the phone as his son, Jaxton, sat on the other side of the desk, pen poised, listening. “Yeah, I know it’s important, John, but now’s just not good for me.  Can’t you go? … Yeah, I know...”  He sighed heavily. “Okay. Well, I’ll see what I can do, and I’ll get back to you…Yeah, I will. ‘kay. Bye.”
 
   The phone hit the cradle with a clang, and Phillip shook his more-salt-than-pepper head before looking across the expanse of mahogany desk into the questioning eyes of his son.
 
   “Bad news?” Jaxton asked without really caring.
 
   His father shook his head and sighed again. “It’s your grandfather.”
 
   Jaxton nodded. Grandfather Snyder. More than one conversation about him had bounced across the phone lines from Los Angeles to Chicago during the past three months.
 
   Phillip leaned forward in his chair and squeezed the bridge of his nose with his finger. “That stupid man’s going to kill us all.”  
 
   “Mom can’t talk to him?”
 
   “Oh, you know your mother. There’s always something more important than dealing with life,” Phillip said. “And John’s not much better. He thinks someone should go down there and at least make sure the estate’s in order, but you think he’ll go?  He’d sooner go to hell on an ice flow.”
 
   “Somebody in Rayland can’t look it over and make sure everything’s square?”
 
   Phillip sighed and shook his head, looking like his ulcer might be getting the better of him. “It’s Kansas. I’m not sure I trust anybody down there.”
 
   Jaxton nodded his understanding of the situation that had his whole family vexed although sympathy for anyone in the situation came nowhere near his consciousness.
 
   “Too bad Blake isn’t around anymore. He’d be perfect,” Jaxton said absently looking back to his notes, already tiring of the subject. He tapped his pen on his notebook a few times and then moved back to the real reason he was in the office on Memorial Day weekend. “So, what do you think about the Manning books? Did you get a chance to look at them yet?”
 
    
 
   Over the rolling green of the Kansas Flint Hills, the sky hung in painted color combinations only God could get away with. Periodically the scene outside the balcony doors caught her gaze, and Ami Martin paused to take in its beauty for a moment.
 
   Beyond the nearly full-grown red cedar trees, the land stretched in an endless parade of emerald until it rolled right off the earth’s edge. That land, this house, those trees— together they comprised the only true home she’d ever known. Even now with life devoid of any real family, the safety of those hills enveloped her like a warm hug.
 
   She returned to her task, pulling books off the shelves and stacking them onto the little coffee table. They were a link—  a precious, priceless link to the past, and the sadness in her chest expanded with each volume she took down. How many times had she and her grandfather sat in this very room with the balcony doors opened, reading the works of the great ones? Emerson, Twain, Frost. Even when she couldn’t understand the full depth of the words, her grandfather had seen fit to share them with her.
 
   In this room, she’d learned about life and the pursuit of true happiness. Even now at the tender age of 25, she felt the wisdom of her grandfather’s years wafting through her soul. Although he was a simple farm boy, raised in this very house by the generation before him, she knew in her heart that he had been much more than that. 
 
   Her father didn’t see it. He had called his father a stubborn old goat so many times even the tone of those words had been forever etched in Ami’s brain. It seemed odd that the wisdom her grandfather had to offer could’ve skipped an entire generation, but that was exactly what had happened. And that was why she was here at this moment, lovingly removing dust from the old, yellowed pages. She understood what no one else in her family ever had because of her grandfather’s teaching and because no matter what he had always been there for her. Yes, he had been there, even when it wasn’t convenient, even when she was sure it was difficult. She brushed the tendrils of wavy almond-colored hair from her face as tears weaved into and over her heart.
 
   He had stayed. Not even her own mother had done so much. She had left before Ami was two, and her father wasn’t much better. His decision to send her to Rayland wasn’t about making her life more stable— it was about making his less complicated. She pushed that thought away as she ran the cloth over the shelf. Don’t think about him. Not here. Not now.
 
   Yes, her grandfather’s steadfastness had been her one and only lifeline for 24 years, until last Thanksgiving. She pulled the black-bound Emerson anthology from the shelf and ran a loving, sad hand over it. She could almost hear his low baritone lilting over the words.
 
   The sunset beyond the doors blurred as she slowly dropped the volume to the table with the others. The wisdom of Grandpa Martin’s years was now tucked safely in her soul. However, as she pulled another volume off the shelf and ran the cloth over it, she couldn’t help but wonder what his advice would be at this moment. 
 
   If she could just hear Grandpa Martin’s assurances that everything would be okay, then somehow she would have the strength to keep fighting. But with the money dwindling and her father calling every other day to ask if she was ready to give up and simply sell the place, her determination to make this work was waning quickly.
 
   She pulled the Poe volume off the next shelf and laughed softly. If only her scariest problems were ravens and casks of amontillado as they had once been tucked safely in the crook of Grandpa Martin’s arm. Yes, this was the only place that had ever been home for her. The others could keep their high-stress lives and their gazillion neighbors. This was where true happiness resided, and whether they agreed or not, this was where she intended to make a home for herself— right here in Rayland, Kansas.
 
    
 
   “Maybe Jaxton could do it,” Elizabeth Anderson said to her husband as she sat on the side of their bed stroking the beige silk tie on her robe like an anxious cat.
 
   “Jaxton’s got the Manning account.” Phillip shook his head from the sink in the bathroom beyond. “I can’t pull him off that.”
 
   Elizabeth sat silently for a moment. “You know. It’s silly I guess, but I just hate the thought of some stranger pawing through Dad’s books. I mean his heart can’t take a whole lot more right now, you know.”
 
   Coming back into the room, Phillip reached for the remote and flipped on the television though it made no sound. “I know that ‘Lizbet, but what do you want me to do?”
 
   She sighed in exasperation. “I just know Dad. It’d be better coming from family.”
 
   Phillip exhaled, crawled into bed, and patted his wife’s hand. “Well, don’t worry about it tonight. I’ll come up with something.”
 
   Just what that something was, he had no idea.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Listen, I know you’ve got Manning,” Phillip said the next morning as he sat across the expanse of desk watching his son pace the room in front of him, “but your mother and I discussed it, and we think it’s the only thing that makes sense.”
 
   “Come on, Dad. You can’t be serious.” The trap shadowed Jaxton’s every movement. Why had he felt that coming in on Memorial Day was a good idea again? He should have taken that vacation he was always saying he was going to. Anything to get out of this surreal discussion. “What about Easley?”
 
   “I can get Linda to take it,” Phillip offered.
 
   “Linda?” Jaxton raised a sarcastic eyebrow. “Easley’ll bury her the first day. You know how he feels about women.”
 
   “Then Bob can take it.”
 
   In a slow crawl the room began closing in on Jaxton. “What about Chambers?”
 
   “I can get Leslie to take it.”
 
   “Dawson?” Jaxton turned and pointed at his father. “Now you know I know more about that account than anyone else here.” He was scrambling, clawing for any shred of hope to pull himself back from the hellhole of Rayland.
 
   “Look, I didn’t say I’m happy about this, Jax, but I don’t know what else to do.” Phillip’s voice barely stayed on the light side of demanding. “Mr. Fowler called me again last night— you know, Mr. Fowler, Grandpa’s foreman. He said Grandpa’s going fast— one more setback could take him out for good. We need to get this done before it’s too late. Uncle John can’t go. I can’t go.”
 
   The words hung in the air as Jaxton fumed.
 
   “I don’t know what else to do,” Phillip finally said again, and fatigue laced the words. He waited a moment before adding hopefully, “I really don’t think it’ll take very long. A week or two— tops. And I promise you’ll get all your accounts back the second you walk back through that door. Besides it’s not like you can’t keep in touch. You can bring your fax and your laptop...”
 
   Jaxton put a heavy hand against the wall, set his jaw, and examined the painting hanging there without even seeing it. At one time he could have discoursed for hours about the artist’s subtle brushstrokes and brilliant use of back lighting, but at that moment it was all he could do not to rip the thing from the wall and tear it to shreds.  
 
   “So, that’s it then?” he finally asked as bile and anger stuck in his throat. A long pause settled in the room between them.
 
   “Here’s your ticket to Kansas City.” His father pulled a thin sheaf from the desk drawer and slid it across the desk. “Your plane leaves at two. It’s a two-hour trip from Kansas City to Rayland. You can rent a car when you get to...”
 
   Jaxton never heard the rest of the itinerary. His mind was alternating between red hot flashes of anger and trying to figure out the quickest way to get this job done so he could get back to his real life— back to something other than fields full of nothing but dust and old, worthless dreams.
 
    
 
   Over her sandwich Ami surveyed her to-do list, marking each entry with a one through ten and trying to decide what needed attention most. The pickup sitting in the garage received a one; painting the porch a three; repainting the guests’ rooms a four; cleaning the chicken coop a two. By the time she got to the end of the list, she was already exhausted. There was so much to do. So much to get ready before she could even think about putting her plan into action.
 
   She pulled out her calendar and checkbook and laid them on the table next to the to-do list. September 1, circled in purple, stared back at her. Just the sight took her breath away. She had less than three months to get the place in order, and a rapidly dwindling amount of funds to accomplish that. 
 
   Somehow when she had started, the money her grandfather had left her along with the place seemed like plenty, but it didn’t take long for the majority of it to evaporate. It was clear sitting here staring at the numbers that she would have to start watching the budget more closely.
 
   Sighing as she brushed back the strands of hair that had escaped from the loose braids cascading down her shoulders, she slid the to-do list into the calendar and closed the checkbook. Sitting here worrying about it wasn’t getting anything finished any faster. She carried her lunch dishes to the sink and ran water on them. The dishes could wait; the pickup couldn’t.
 
    
 
   Jaxton had only been to Rayland twice in his lifetime, and he hadn’t been overly excited about the trip either time. But this time was worse. He’d been building a client list for six years, and to be told that someone else could just take it over with no questions asked made his blood boil. Reaching up, he ran his hand over the hard-gelled sticks of brown hair lying perfectly on his head. Leslie’ll never be able to handle Paul Chambers. He’ll go to Franklin & Capshaw so fast it’ll make Dad’s head spin.
 
   Then he snorted. It’d serve his father right if Chambers did move it. How many times had he said, “You take care of your customer before you take care of anything else”?  That lesson had been practically hammered into Jaxton’s head, but apparently that meant until you get in a bind, then the customers can fend for themselves.
 
   He swiped at the right turn signal of the new red sports car angrily. The car was supposed to make him feel better, but it wasn’t working. His father had said, “Spare no expense.” It was a pay-off, and Jaxton knew it. How dare they send him to do what they should be doing.  He didn’t even know his grandfather for Pete’s sake. He was as much of a stranger as anyone else his father could’ve sent. 
 
   The tires kicked up dust billows behind him. If anything happens to my accounts, heads are going to roll. I’m not the president’s son for nothing. Bob’d better not screw up, or I’ll personally hand him his walking papers. 
 
   That was just all there was to it.
 
    
 
   Ami crawled into the cab of the pickup and hit the starter for the third time. 
 
   “Rrrennerrr. Rrrennerr. Rrrenner.” The pickup engine sounded like a sick dog, and exasperation escaped from her throat in a low growl. Three days and $60 down the drain and still all she got was Rrrennerrr. Rrrennerr. Rrrennerr. How many times had she watched her grandfather do this?  How many times?  Apparently not enough.
 
   “Stupid thing.” She hit the steering wheel as the sickening sound continued. Finally letting it go, she raked both hands onto her head and squinted into the problem. “Okay, Ami, you’ve got to think. The battery’s got to be good I just changed it. The cables are connected. What else could be wrong?”
 
   Getting out of the driver’s seat, she went around to the front, mentally checking every cable she’d already checked ten times. Carefully she leaned over the hood of the pickup and examined the maze of wires and metal. She traced the battery cable away from the starter. There was a trick to this, and Grandfather knew it. All she had to do was figure out what that trick was, and she was home free. But the trip from here to home free was looking more and more impassable by the second.
 
    
 
   Jaxton had always prided himself for being able to find any address in Chicago— no matter how bad the directions were, but after driving up and down identical farm roads for 45 minutes, he knew he was lost. In fact, if he’d been forced to give directions back to the main highway at that moment, he’d have been in major trouble.
 
   “Whose stupid idea was this anyway?” he asked, the frustration pouring out of him as he turned into a tree-lined driveway. 
 
   The farmhouse just beyond the trees looked like it was about a hundred years old as did every other building on the place, and as he killed the engine and looked around, he wondered if anyone even lived here anymore. In fact, the thought crossed his mind that the whole place would probably be better off if a wrecking ball just took it out of its misery. 
 
   Slowly he crawled from the car and stretched as his legs and back reminded him how long he’d actually been behind that wheel. He took a deep breath, smoothed his tie, and shook his head at just how far he’d fallen in such a short time. As he climbed the steps up to the front door, he couldn’t help but notice that the whole place was covered with chipped white paint, and the wooden porch boards creaked and groaned as he crossed the porch threshold and knocked. Putting his fists on his hip where his slacks met his belt, he arched his neck and waited, looked around and waited some more. He knocked once more.
 
   When no one appeared, he backed up and peeked through the window. He could vaguely make out a sofa and a chair sitting by the far wall, but as for people, he saw no one.
 
   “Well, so much for that idea.” He shrugged to the ceiling of the porch as he stepped back down onto the cracked sidewalk. He really should’ve known he couldn’t get that lucky. This whole rotten day was just another notch to add to his whole rotten life. Letting the anger and bitterness take hold, he rubbed his hand over the five-o’clock shadow that had shown up two hours early. It must be the stress.
 
   “Yes, Dad. Whatever you say, Dad,” he said, the sarcasm dripping from each word. But just as he reached for the car door handle, his ears picked up something he hadn’t noticed before. Music.
 
   Curious but fighting back the hope, he turned and headed for the sound.
 
    
 
   “Okay, baby,” Ami warned as she lay under the front fender, wrench in hand. “If this doesn’t help, I’m afraid we’re going to have to give you last rites.”
 
    
 
   The graying boards were clearly visible under the peeling red paint of the old garage, and Jaxton could see the decrepit green pickup sitting forlornly in the middle of it. Some old farmer’s. How backward can these people be? Man, I wouldn’t be caught dead in something like that. 
 
   The tune on the radio reminded him of hoe down music although he’d never actually been to a hoe down in his life. He looked around the small expanse, but there was no sign of anyone— only the small radio sitting on the workbench crackling something about a broken heart.
 
   “GRRRRRHHH!” 
 
   Before Jaxton could react to the sound, a wrench flew out from underneath the pickup and hit the cinderblock wall next to his foot with a clang. Instantly he jumped out of the way although another couple of inches and the thing would have nailed him before he saw it coming. For one, brief moment his head said he should run— just get out of there before the farmer had a chance to turn that wrench on him, but then he thought better of the crazy thought. All he needed was some information. Surely that wasn’t such a bad thing.
 
   “Uh-hmm.” Jaxton cleared his throat, hoping to get the old man’s attention. “Umm, excuse me, Sir. Sir?” He rapped a knuckle on the side of the pickup in case the old farmer hadn’t heard him and leaned down as if to see under the vehicle.
 
    
 
   Heart, body, and soul Ami froze the instant she heard the voice. Her mind spun through who it might be and what they might want. She wasn’t expecting anyone, and people didn’t just show up on her doorstep for no reason. After all she lived more than a mile from the highway.  Quickly she looked out from under the metal pickup body, and all she could see was a pair of black slacks ending in a set of shiny black shoes.
 
   “Sir?” the voice said again, and she fought to gather what was left of her nerves from around her.
 
   “Hmm. Yeah.” She cleared her throat and rolled slowly out on the creeper before sitting up and pulling herself up from the floor. “Something I can help you with?”
 
    
 
   “Oh,” Jaxton said with a hard swallow, thrown totally off-guard when he caught a glimpse of the grease-stained beauty who’d just stood up in front of the pickup. Gray tank top, denim shorts, and a face that was at once young and heart-stopping, she was the epitome backwoods country, and for one second too long, Jaxton forgot he was supposed to be asking for directions. “Um.” Where had all the words gone? And why were the only ones he could find telling him embarrassing jokes about farmer’s daughters and Daisy Duke shorts? “Uh. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean... I thought... I’m sorry.”
 
                 
 
   “’S okay,” Ami said quickly wiping the grease from her hands and coming around to the side of the pickup. She wanted to tug on her tank top, but she didn’t dare let him think she was nervous, so instead she worked on removing the grease from her fingers. At the fender she regarded him as she leaned there.
 
   “Umm... I... I was looking for the owner,” the guy that looked like a GQ model said. He had slightly wavy dark brown hair clipped and cut just so, a multi-hued blue striped tie over a crisp light blue button down. In fact, he looked like he’d just stepped out of a board room from a million-dollar deal.
 
   Still, Ami fought not to notice or to let the intimidation of his presence rattle her. She brushed one strand of hair back off her face. “That would be me.” Although she tried, it wasn’t easy to act like this was an everyday occurrence as she extended her still-stained hand to the Armani-suited man standing in her garage, but she did a passing job of it just the same.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said again as he extended his own hand. When she looked at him and tilted her head with a half-confused smile, he tried to clarify that statement even as he retrieved his hand. “I mean I’m not sorry you own the place. I’m sorry I didn’t realize...”
 
   Ami smiled then, knowing the best defense was a good, strong, full-on offense. “You’re not from around here, are you?” 
 
    
 
   Her smile, framed by those deep dimples, was dancing circles around Jaxton’s heart as his brainwaves zipped and zinged in disparate directions. “Umm, no. I’m not. How can you tell?”
 
   “Your shoes.” She pointed at his feet before returning to the front of the pickup. “They’re too shiny to be a farm boy’s.”
 
   He looked down at his shoes but never saw them, and when he looked up again, the only thing his mind could concentrate on was the curve of her face under the wisps of hair trailing down the two braids. Gorgeous did not do her justice.
 
    
 
   “Well, Sir, I have a full set of Encyclopedias, and I’m not in the market for insurance or a vacuum cleaner,” Ami said as casually as she could, and she slammed the hood for punctuation. The pickup would have to wait. Right now, her main priority was figuring out exactly what this guy was doing in her garage, and then getting him out of there as fast as possible. 
 
   “Oh, I’m not selling anything,” he said as she moved over to the workbench. Having tools within reach if he tried anything was a very good idea. “I was just looking for the Snyder farm, but I... I seem to have gotten lost.”
 
   She turned an inquisitive, confused and concerned gaze on him. “The Snyder farm?” 
 
    
 
   “Yeah.” Jaxton hesitated. For some reason the tone in her voice and the look in her eye made his nerves jump to attention, and the mere thought that this farm girl was getting to him unnerved him further. He smoothed his tie down as if to emphasize his station in life compared to hers. “Umm, I’m Mr. Snyder’s grandson. I was supposed to come help him, but I can’t do that if I can’t find him.”
 
   It was supposed to be a joke, but it thudded like a lead brick on the dusty floor between them.
 
   “Oh.” Her eyes narrowed as she nodded knowingly, and her smile disappeared as she turned back to the workbench. “Well, if Mr. Snyder’s your grandfather, seems to me you should know how to get to his farm.”
 
   “Yeah... well, it’s been a few years since I’ve been around here, and I wasn’t driving at the time,” he said, running out of steam mid-excuse.
 
   Her brown braids twisted side-to-side with her head as she worked cleaning and replacing the tools. For his part, Jaxton was left trying desperately to keep his mind away from the long, tanned legs curving below the denim shorts that were making thinking straight increasingly difficult.
 
   “So, you’re from California then?” she asked, straightening the tools on the wall, her back to him as if she wasn’t interrogating him. However, he felt every syllable of the challenge.
 
   “No, Chicago.” He ripped his mind away from the gentle curve where her tank top met her shorts. “Why?”
 
    
 
   “Just wondering,” Ami said, but wondering was the last thing on her mind. Next to her grandfather, Mr. Snyder was the only person on the planet who’d ever believed in her, and she wasn’t about to sic this shiny-shoed, tie-wearing, smooth-talking shark on him without checking out his story first. “So, your mom…”
 
   “Elizabeth,” he supplied as if he sensed he was being quizzed.
 
   “She sent you down here?” 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” She nodded again as she replaced a wrench on the wall. “And why didn’t she come?”
 
   The guy shifted feet. “She’s busy.”
 
   “Must be awful important to be too busy to come see her dad,” she mumbled not altogether to herself.
 
   “Well, she said she might come later.” He shrugged as if they were talking about the weather, not a whole family abandoning their father. “But Grandpa needed someone now.”
 
   “I see,” she said, thinking of all the times she had been witness to Mr. Snyder’s talks with her own grandfather. She knew more about Mr. Snyder’s family than she did about her own, and she didn’t like a single one of them. “And this is important now— why?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, well, I don’t know if you know it, but my grandpa had a heart attack a few months ago,” Jaxton said as his mind suddenly caught up with the conversation, and immediately asked him why he felt the need to justify his visit to a total stranger. “This was the first chance we’ve had to come and see him.”
 
   “I see,” she said again slowly and the angelic quality of her voice had been replaced by ice. That tone was beginning to grate his nerves as he ripped his gaze from her and glued it to the old pickup.
 
   “Look, I really didn’t mean to bother you,” he finally said, and his annoyance with the whole situation screamed through every word. “I’ll just drive back to town and see if someone there can help me.”
 
    
 
   She heard him turn to leave and then start out.
 
   “Go out to the road and turn right.” Ami turned and surveyed him coldly, wrench in hand and arms crossed at her chest. “About two miles down the road off to the left, you’ll see the Snyder place. It’s the one with the trees. You can’t miss it.”
 
    
 
   He fought not to bristle under the scrutiny of the almond-eyed she-beast. “Thank you.” 
 
   And these people think city people are unfriendly, he thought as the anger rose to his clenched fists.
 
   “No problem,” she said, and she turned back to her workbench without another look.
 
   Jaxton’s gaze fused to her for one more moment as he seriously thought about telling her just where she could put her judgments, but with a shake of his head, he forced his gaze down to the dust-covered floor. His chest might explode at any second with the rage clawing through him. Who was this person, this girl, to question him anyway?  What had he done that was so wrong?  He was just following orders— trying to be the good son. He kicked the wrench and sent it flying back into the cinderblock wall with a clang before stomping out of the garage. 
 
   She had no right to make him feel like a jerk. It wasn’t his fault his family didn’t come to visit. There was nothing to do here anyway. Situated a million miles from nowhere, Rayland was the most boring, backward place on the whole earth, and the second he got the estate in order, he was gone.
 
    
 
   It took next to nothing for Ami to hear the car roar out of the driveway, and she wondered with easy loathing which one he was. It’d been more than ten years, but she still remembered the last time Mr. Snyder’s family had come to visit. They’d all sat around complaining because it was hot and whining about how boring everything was. 
 
   She could still hear them mimicking the townspeople and joking about how backward their grandfather was. Most of all she could hear them saying how they couldn’t wait to get back to Chicago and “reality.”
 
   It was true she’d hated them then, but she hated them even more now. Mr. Snyder had never been anything but kind to her and her family. When her grandfather had died, it was Mr. Snyder who tended the trees and kept them alive. It was Mr. Snyder who had encouraged her to take what her grandfather had given her and chase her dream. It was Mr. Snyder who showed up every day for the first month she was here just to check on her.
 
   She was sure his visits would have continued, but then the heart attack had almost taken him out two months before. There was no way to count the hours she’d spent at the hospital sitting by his bedside, reading to him, and assuring him that his family would be there soon. But her assurances had made little difference to him. He said more than once that she was the only real family he had left and that the others were just waiting for him to die so they could split up the inheritance.
 
   Even thinking about it now made her head pound and her heart ache. It was the same way her grandfather had felt, and regardless of how accurate it was, it still made her furious. The two most incredible men in her life, and everyone else thought they were trash. 
 
   The anger in her reached a boiling point, and she yanked the hedge trimmer from the wall. In this state she knew she would make the pickup problem worse, but she couldn’t do too much damage to the hedges. After all they could always grow back.
 
    
 
   Who does she think she is to talk to me like that? No one. Not one person had ever treated him like that in his entire life. They wouldn’t dare. With a single flick of his little finger, he could squash any person he wanted to. He was Jaxton Anderson, and no one treated Jaxton Anderson like that and got away with it— least of all some greasy, conceited, little farm girl a single rung up from trailer trash.
 
   As he turned into the driveway of the next farmhouse, he couldn’t help but notice with a hint of pride that this one looked much better than hers. It was still old, and it couldn’t compare to the houses he was used to, but at least it didn’t look like it was about to fall down.
 
   He parked the car and crawled out as his nerves shifted from the monologue detailing each of her faults to screaming that maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. With each step he took, they told him to just get back in the car and go home. However, he had come this far— even braving the wild she-beast, and he wasn’t going to back down now. Pulling his pride back up to him, he stepped onto the front porch, lifted his hand, and knocked. 
 
   One moment became two, and then he looked around and listened for any sign of life. When he heard none, he reached up and knocked again just as a sickening feeling hit him. What if his grandfather had already died?  What if he was lying inside somewhere waiting for someone to find him? What if…?
 
   The squeak of the door brought him back to reality, and he turned and found himself staring into the eyes of a grandfather he hadn’t seen in fifteen years.
 
   “Hi, Grandpa.” He fought to smile warmly, but it never quite made it that far. “How are you?”
 
   “Well, I’ll be tarred and feathered.” The old man shook his head as he pushed the screen door open. “Jaxton? Is that you, Son?”
 
   “Umm, yes, Sir, it is,” he said, fighting the hesitation and having no idea what to do next. Why couldn’t his eyes hold on the old man’s? He’d never had this eye contact problem before, now he couldn’t seem to get it together.
 
   “Well, I thought they were pulling my leg when they said you wanted to come see me, but here you are.”
 
   “Here I am.” Jaxton attempted another smile, wondering which brilliant person had lied to the old man.
 
   “Come on in. I was just making out next week’s work schedule,” his grandfather said, waving a hand over the papers scattered across the coffee table. “Here, have a seat. You want something to drink— water? Tea? I might even have a Coke left if you want one.”
 
   “Oh. No, thanks. I’m... I’m fine,” Jaxton said uncomfortably as he felt the old man’s eyes appraise him like a piece of junk at a garage sale. He swallowed hard and attempted another smile, which got no farther than its predecessors. 
 
   Shifting his weight to the other foot, Jaxton stole a glance at the old couch waiting for him, and he cringed as a decade’s worth of dust jeered up at him. So this was what his life had degenerated to. He took a deep breath and folded himself carefully onto the plaid nylon hoping he wouldn’t have to breathe again before he got up. 
 
   With supreme patience he waited for his grandfather to resume his seat in the cracked brown recliner chair before he plunged ahead purposely keeping his mind off the dingy surroundings. “So, how are you?”
 
   “Oh, I’m fine. ‘Course I’ll be better once I get this wheat harvest out of the way,” his grandfather said, looking back at the papers lining the table. “You’d think it’d get easier after all these years, but it ain’t getting no easier. Just harder and harder to find anybody who’ll do an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay.”
 
   Jaxton nodded as if he saw the gravity of the situation. “I can imagine.”
 
   Then like magic, his grandfather’s face brightened. “But Ed says we should make 80 bushels this year. That’s about the best I’ve ever seen. ‘Course, it’s still a month out, so anything’s possible.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure it is,” Jaxton said, hoping he didn’t sound short but knowing he did. He could feel the dust from the couch creeping up onto his suit, and it was doing very bad things to his patience and his nerves.
 
   “So, how’s your mom? Staying busy?” his grandfather asked, and his voice regained the heaviness.
 
   “She is.” Jaxton forced his mind away from the dust and attempted another smile. “She says, ‘Hello.’”
 
   Silence filled the room then as Jaxton fought to keep his body still. He didn’t want to disturb the dirt any more than was absolutely necessary.
 
   “I guess your dad’s business’s good,” his grandfather finally said.
 
   “Oh, yeah. Pretty good.” Jaxton rubbed his hands together, fighting to breathe and stay seated.
 
   His grandfather surveyed him with curiosity. “You’re working with him now. Aren’t you?”
 
   The old man’s gaze felt like a python wrapping around Jaxton’s chest. “Yeah. I’ve been there about six years now.”
 
   Mr. Snyder sighed and shook his head. “Time sure gets by fast these days. Seems like just yesterday when you and Blake came down for the summer. How long ago’s that been anyway?”
 
   Jaxton looked around the room, searching for some comfortable place to put his gaze. There wasn’t one.
 
   “Fifteen years,” he heard his voice say. It sounded rotten, but it felt worse.
 
   “Fifteen, huh?” his grandfather said slowly, and the room was once again engulfed in a long, uncomfortable silence. “Time sure gets away.”
 
   Jaxton nodded, unsure of what else to do or say.  He chanced a hesitant glance at his host sitting in the shadows as the fading sunlight played through the folds of the curtains. From the looks of the old man, Jaxton didn’t have a moment to waste.
 
   “Tell you what.” Mr. Snyder suddenly vaulted himself out of the chair. “Why don’t you bring your bags in, and I’ll go make us some supper?”
 
   “Oh, I’m not that hungry.” Jaxton stumbled to his feet quickly. Unconsciously, his hand smoothed the front of his tie.
 
   “Nonsense. You just flew all the way here from Chicago. Of course you’re hungry. But don’t worry.” His grandfather smiled. “I’ve got just the thing.”
 
   “Well, if you’re sure…” Uncertainty swathed the statement as the old man crossed past him to the kitchen.
 
   “You can have the room at the top of the stairs.” His grandfather pointed up the narrow staircase. “Why don’t you go on up and get settled?  I’ll call you when it’s ready.”
 
    
 
   Ami wondered what was going on at the Snyder Farm as she started washing the dishes. By now she would’ve thrown that obnoxious jerk off the place. What right did he have to show up like this anyway? It was obvious he was only here to assess how long it would be before the farm changed hands. A shiver crawled up her spine at the very thought. Surely Mr. Snyder would see right through him and send him packing. Surely...
 
    
 
   With his handkerchief, Jaxton wiped the layer of dust off the dresser top and carefully set his fax machine in front of the mirror he could see no reflection from. As soon as the requisite family time with his grandfather was over, he was going to get back up here and get some real work done. 
 
   Cord in hand, he sat on his heel to plug it in but stopped cold. Slowly he turned and surveyed the room, looking for a plug just as a sick feeling hit the pit of his stomach. There wasn’t a single phone jack to be seen anywhere. How was he going to get any work done with no phone jack? 
 
   “Supper!” his grandfather’s voice cut into the fury rising in him.
 
   “Oh, you’re so going to pay for this one, Dad,” he mumbled to the empty room as he dropped the cord and crossed to the door. There wasn’t anything he could do about it now, but he vowed to find a way out of this forced imprisonment as soon as he returned.
 
   His feet tromped their way down the stairs, and with each step the anger in his chest grew until he felt like he might explode when he stepped into the kitchen.
 
   “Chicken rice casserole.” His grandfather glanced up as he set the steaming pan on the table. “Best food in Kansas.”
 
   Jaxton took one whiff, and in spite of his anger, his mouth began to water. “It smells delicious.” 
 
   He sat down at the opposite side of the table as his grandfather handed him a plateful. 
 
   “It does more than smell delicious, my boy,” Mr. Snyder said, filling his own plate and sitting down across from Jaxton who already had a forkful headed for his mouth. “Shall we say grace?”
 
   “Oh, umm, yeah.” Jaxton set his fork down with a reluctant clink. He bowed his head and listened as the older man said the prayers he hadn’t heard in years. It was truly incredible how backward his grandfather was.
 
   “...Amen,” his grandfather said.
 
   “Amen,” Jaxton echoed, and this time he waited for his grandfather to start eating first. 
 
   They ate in silence for the first few minutes. The thought crossed Jaxton’s mind that his grandfather was right, this was about the best food he’d ever eaten. It was so good in fact, that for a moment he forgot about all the complications in his life and just enjoyed eating. 
 
   Besides the meals he’d eaten alone in his apartment, this had to be the quietest meal he’d ever had. Even in his apartment, sirens were always going off somewhere below him, and the sounds of the traffic were always right outside his kitchen window.
 
   As the thoughts of Chicago, home, and normalcy invaded the silence around him, he quickly decided that now was as good a time as any to start the process he’d come to finish.
 
   “So, how’s the farm?” he asked as nonchalantly as possible between bites. “You said the harvest should be good this year?”
 
   “Ed thinks The Old Camdon place will be ready in three weeks,” his grandfather said, brightening to the subject.
 
   “Ed?” Jaxton asked as he took another bite.
 
   “Fowler,” his grandfather supplied. “Been my right hand man for more years now than I care to count. Anyway he said the boys from upstate should be here ready to harvest on the 15th so long as we don’t get any rain the week before.”
 
   Jaxton nodded for no reason other than to keep the old man talking. “And how many people did you say you’ve got working out here?”
 
   “There’s just the four of us for now,” his grandfather said. “Me and Ed. And then Chris Delvin and Steve Porter. I’m hoping to hire some school kids during the summer, but you never know.”
 
   “Oh,” Jaxton said. “And Chris and Steve?”
 
   “They’re a couple of guys who used to work for Murphey Gray.”
 
   “And he doesn’t need them?”
 
   “Not any more— he lost the farm a few years back.”
 
   “Lost it?” 
 
   “The bank took over-- sold the land right out from under them,” his grandfather said with a sympathetic shake of his head. “It’s not uncommon these days. Everything’s getting too big. The little guys just can’t compete.”
 
   “So, what happened to Murphey?”
 
   “He moved to Emporia and started selling fertilizer, but his workers were left with nothing. Chris and Steve had worked out there since they were little fellas, but by the time the place sold, they both had young families to think of and no real desire to move away from here. I hated to see them have to leave Rayland— especially with the little ones already established in the school. Besides with only 253 people, we need every person we can hang on to.”
 
   “I’ll bet,” Jaxton said barely disguising the condescension in his voice.
 
   “So, how’s that chow?” his grandfather asked without any indication he was about to change the subject.
 
   “Oh.”  Jaxton looked down at the empty plate in front of him. “Excellent. I didn’t know you could cook.”
 
   He reached over and put a second helping on his plate— having never realized just how hungry he actually was. The next two bites were in his mouth before the plate was even on the table again.
 
   “’s not me,” his grandfather said with a smile. “Ami brought it over.”
 
   “Ami?” Jaxton asked absently as he forked another bite into his mouth.
 
   “Yeah. You remember Ami, Hank Martin’s granddaughter. She lives just east of here. You probably passed her place on your way in.” 
 
   Instantly the food in Jaxton’s mouth rotted. He dropped his fork and pushed the plate away trying not to look at the food or spit the foul tasting stuff out of his mouth. With Herculean effort he swallowed that bite and took a long drink of water.
 
   “I can’t believe you don’t remember her,” his grandfather continued. “You met her when you were here the last time.”
 
   Jaxton tried to recall the meeting his grandfather was describing, but nothing other than the disgusting plate of food staring back at him from the table was getting through to his brain.
 
   “I wish I had a granddaughter like her,” his grandfather rambled on. “Such a sweet girl.”
 
   Sweet? Jaxton thought as the rage from the preceding 18 hours crowded back in on him. I can think of a word for her, and it certainly isn’t sweet. But he pushed that thought down and smiled what he hoped was politely.
 
   “Not that I’d trade you boys, of course. But sometimes it’d be nice…”  His grandfather’s words trailed into silence before he looked back across at Jaxton’s plate. “You full?”
 
   “Uh, yeah.” Jaxton fought to erase the picture of her from his mind. Why was that so hard? “I’ve got some work I need to get done— umm, that is, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Course I don’t mind.” The old man shrugged. “I’m sure your father’s got you working on all his biggest accounts.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jaxton said half-heartedly feeling sorry for himself again for a split second and then reflexively pushing that down.  He had business to do, and he was going to get it done. Putting his hand on the hard sticks of gelled hair, he worked to get the next question out diplomatically. “Umm, I noticed there isn’t a phone line in my room. Where might I find one?”
 
   His grandfather let out a little snort. “Only phone I got ’s right there.” He pointed to the old dial around phone on the wall.
 
   Jaxton’s eyes widened at the thought. “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Only one. But you’re welcome to it,” his grandfather said, reaching for Jaxton’s plate. “You finished with this?”
 
   “Uh. Yeah,” Jaxton said as he tried to figure out how to plug both his laptop and the fax machine into the same outlet. If, in fact, he could actually get to the outlet, he thought getting up to look at the phone more closely. It looked about a hundred years old, and the ingrained dirt on it made it appear brown although Jaxton was sure it had been white at some point.
 
   He wished he could take out his handkerchief to pick up the receiver without his grandfather noticing, but the old man was still standing at the table scraping the food off the plates and watching him intently. Slowly he inspected the phone from as many angles as possible, and then he sighed and looked at his watch. 9:30. 
 
   He was too tired to deal with this tonight. Maybe if he went to bed now and gave it a few hours, when he woke up again, this would all be one big nightmare, and he’d be back in Chicago headed in to work.
 
   “I think I’m going to call it a night,” he said, trying to keep the sigh out of his voice.
 
   “So soon?”  His grandfather took the plates to the sink. “Thought you had work to do.”
 
   “I can do it tomorrow.” Fatigue hit him for real then. “It’s been a long day.”
 
   “I can imagine.” His grandfather nodded with sympathy. “Well, there’s towels in the cabinet in the bathroom upstairs. If they aren’t clean enough, let me know. Nobody’s been up there in a few years, so there’s no telling what it looks like by now.”
 
   “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” Jaxton said, wanting only to escape the kitchen and be alone. “Well, I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   “Yeah.” His grandfather smiled but never quite met Jaxton’s gaze. “Have a good night.”
 
   “You too.”  Jaxton crossed past the old man being careful not to touch him. Once around the corner, he fled up the stairs. 
 
   “I just need a nice shower and some sleep.” In his room, he yanked his suitcase from the floor and without thinking, dropped it onto the bed, which immediately sent a noxious dust cloud wafting into the air. 
 
   Ugh. Dust. Everything’s in this house is so disgusting. Clicking the suitcase latches open in frustration, Jaxton yanked his Yale sweats out and slammed it closed again. Instantly he choked on the fresh dust cloud. Now I know why we never visited. These people should really get a life— and a maid.
 
   He stalked into the bathroom and reached for the light, but nothing to this point had prepared him for the sight of that bathroom. Immediately all-out nausea closed in on him. Moldy rust formed a path down the back of the sink, which rose on a pedestal from the decaying tile floor. As he looked at it, all he wanted to do was run— far and fast. How had he gotten talked into this? Why him? Why not Blake? Or Uncle John? Or his father?
 
   “What did I do to deserve this?” he asked in disgust.
 
   On unsteady legs he forced himself to step into the bathroom knowing what was coming would be even worse. Reluctantly he glanced into the toilet, and the same nasty molded stains stared back at him.
 
   “Ugh.” He covered his nose and backed away. “When was the last time anybody cleaned this place?”
 
   Fearful of what he would find, he squinted at the shower curtain. “Oh, this can’t be good.”
 
   He took a deep breath to steel the churning of his stomach as he reached for the curtain. The sight of the tub— mold crawling up the back wall and sickening green slime covering the portion of the curtain he held in his hand disintegrated the last of his resolve. Without another thought, he dropped the curtain and fled from the bathroom not even bothering to turn off the light.
 
                 
 
   Ami had spent the entire afternoon trying to forget about the stranger from Chicago. If only she didn’t feel such loyalty to Mr. Snyder, she could’ve easily dismissed him from her mind. But inevitably as he had for the last two months, Mr. Snyder crossed her mind again, and instantly a picture of the shiny shoes flashed through her mind.
 
   What a jerk! What a total, unmitigated jerk! How can anybody be that callous? That calculating? He could’ve at least waited until the body was cold before moving in to divide the spoils. She shook her head to clear the intrusive thoughts away, but they weren’t going anywhere.
 
   “I could call,” she said to the empty chair across from her as she sat in the living room, an open, un-read book on her lap. “Just to make sure supper was all right.”
 
   Then she shook her head vehemently. As much as she wanted to check on Mr. S, the last thing she wanted to do was appear interested in the jerk who happened to be his grandson. Tomorrow she would call, or maybe if she biked out past the South Quarter she’d get lucky enough to catch Mr. S there. She needed to bring him another casserole anyway, and she was sure the jerk from the big city would do everything he could to avoid the fields.
 
   She could get the full story then. Now she needed some sleep.
 
   “Dear God,” she prayed silently on her way to her room, “please take care of Mr. S. I think he needs Your help more now than when he was in the hospital. Be by his side and protect him from all evil. Amen.”
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