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   Special Note from the Author
 
   There are many challenges inherent in writing fiction. Some of those challenges do not become apparent immediately but rather surface over years of writing.  One such challenge is technology.  To put it mildly technology changes at an incredibly rapid pace these days, so what seemed new and fresh last year seems old-hat and old-fashioned this year. In crafting contemporary fiction, the author is at the mercy of where technology stands at the moment of writing even though in six months, the technology will be vastly different and often make the technology used in the story feel “old.”
 
   


 
  

“And the Greatest of These is Love” was written circa 1998, which in technology terms feels much older even than that.  I have chosen to keep the technology as it was when I wrote the book rather than trying to rewrite it to make it line up with more current means of communication. 
 
   Further, sometimes in fiction the way things would happen in real life comes into conflict with the length and breadth of the story on your heart. That is also the case with this book.  There are a couple of aspects of this story that I, as an author and someone who cares deeply about these things, knows it probably would not happen this way in real life.  For those of you who are bothered by that, I apologize in advance.  In this story, I have tried to write something that is both inspiring and intriguing, so I invite you, the reader, to go on this journey of the heart with me, forgiving those times that the fiction gets a bit more fictitious than it might normally be in real life.
 
   The truth is, I believe in the power of this story. I know it has inspired me, and I sincerely hope it will do the same for you.  And now, without further ado, I present to you …. 
 
    
 
   And the Greatest of These is Love
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   When you live a life of love, 
time becomes meaningless, 
limits are removed, 
and you just want to open your heart 
a little wider.
 
    
 
   ~*~*~
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 1
 
    
 
   The amber light of the concrete parking garage cast an eerie glow as Andrew Clark walked slowly to the 30th pillar. He fought to calm his shaking nerves, but nothing was helping. This was it, the final meeting, and his entire future was riding on this one.
 
   His steps slowed even more as he neared his destination, and his breathing constricted. Nervously he readjusted his glasses in a vain attempt to see better in the darkness.
 
   “That you, Clark?” the hoarse voice Andrew had come to hear even in his dreams asked.
 
   Andrew stopped in one-half step. “Yeah.” He swallowed, lest the fear in his heart transfer to his voice. “You got the tapes?”
 
   “Yeah.” This time there was nervousness in the voice as well, and it didn’t so much as move an inch from its hiding place. 
 
   He breathed down the trepidation. “Where are they?” 
 
   There was a long pause on the other side of the pillar. “You know, Clark, maybe this is a bad idea…”
 
   “Come on, Paul,” Andrew said, sensing his hold on this shaky source slipping through his fingers. “Don’t get cold feet on me now.”
 
   Another long pause.
 
   “How.... how do I know my name stays out of it?” 
 
   “You have my word.” He said it solidly and without reservation though maybe he shouldn’t have been so confident. 
 
   “Your word.” Paul’s voice faded even further behind the pillar. “That’s not much.”
 
   “It’s all I have.” Andrew waited, and when Paul said nothing, he added, “You can trust me, Mitchell.  No one’ll ever know who gave me those tapes... or the paperwork. No one.”
 
   “I don’t know, Clark. I’ve gotta a job to think about... and a family...”
 
   “Look, if you don’t tell me, Woodruff keeps taking pay-offs and putting criminals back on the streets. Is that what you want for your family?” Andrew asked, trying to control his anger and mounting fear. For all he knew this could be a set-up. Maybe Mitchell was in on the conspiracy; maybe he was the mob’s bait. Maybe…. The silence echoed off the myriad of cars surrounding the pillar as Andrew fought to control the fear that rose in his chest, leaving no room for air.
 
   “Is that what you want, Paul?” he asked as if he wasn’t about to quake into pieces even as he willed his legs not to run.  He glanced around as the calm he sought suddenly slipped from his grasp. This was taking too long — much too long, and behind any one of the unmoving pillars behind him could be…
 
   “Okay. Okay. The tapes are in the front seat of the Nissan second from the end, but my name stays out of it. Remember that.”
 
   “You got it.” Andrew breathed a momentary sigh of relief. “You won’t regret it, Paul.”
 
   And just like that, the voice behind the pillar was gone.
 
   Quickly Andrew turned to make his way to the indicated Nissan, but as he did so, his senses began to pick up on just how utterly alone he was. There wasn’t a single sound anywhere in the large parking garage — much less anyone to make one. With each step he heard the nervousness in the voice he’d just left behind him, and an understanding of why lurked just beyond the grasp of his consciousness, taunting him into sanity-shredding panic. 
 
   It was odd that Mitchell was skittish now. Why was he suddenly so nervous — or was he afraid? Was that what Andrew had heard in that voice? Did he know something Andrew didn’t? Was someone else standing there with Mitchell — listening to every word? 
 
   Suddenly Andrew had the overwhelming feeling that he had just made a mistake that could cost him his life. Why had he trusted Mitchell in the first place? It was true without Andrew, Mitchell had no story, but he knew too much. And if they found him dead in the morning, no one would even think of looking in the DA’s office for the killer.
 
   He could see the black car at the end of the row, and just the sight of it made every nerve in his body stand on end. He felt like a mouse looking at the cheese in a trap, sensing the trap and yet inexorably drawn to the prize it held.
 
   His steps slowed the closer he got. How did he know there was no bomb waiting for him in that car? How did he know that lifting that latch wouldn’t send him to his eternity? The feeling of being a mouse looking at the cheese in a trap overtook him again, and he tensed.
 
   Slowly he stepped closer to the car, being careful not to touch it. In the dimness of the garage, he could just make out the outline of the box in the front seat. The tapes. His nerves frazzled as he reached for the door handle and lifted it. Slowly, slowly. The click of the handle rattled every bone in his body. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. In one motion he swept up the tapes and ran for his life across the emptiness of the lot. 
 
    
 
   Clay was everywhere. On the floor, on the chairs, in her hair. Everywhere but on the table where it was supposed to be. At the sight of it, Gabriella Treyvillion sighed. What a mess. So here she was, slogging through yet another late night at the center trying to get the place ready for tomorrow. She pulled the bucket off the shelf and began to mash the gray matter into it. 
 
   What this place really needed was a bulldozer and last rites, she thought, reminding herself again to petition Jerry to fix the duct-taped window. It would be getting cold soon, and money or no money, she wouldn’t keep four-year-olds in a room with no heat and no window. Somehow, some way they would just have to find the money.
 
    
 
   The newsroom was quiet when Andrew returned. It was Friday night, and even Rob had gone home already. He was thankful for that. After the nerve-racking meeting, Andrew needed some down time, and somehow he needed to be here. With a few people around, he felt safer. Most of the reporters had long since gone home to be with their families, but fortunately he didn’t have to worry about that. No, he could sit here in peace and map out his stories for the next week.
 
   A week he was sure would be the biggest of his career if not of his life.
 
   “Working late again, Son?”
 
   Andrew’s heart skipped a beat, but he got his nerves in check and looked up from his computer screen calmly before smiling at Bill Smith, editor-in-chief of The Herald.
 
   “Almost finished,” Andrew said, his fingers poised on the keyboard.
 
   “It’s almost eleven, Son, shouldn’t you be home with a wife — or out looking for one?” Bill shook his head at his own joke.
 
   Andrew laughed. “Shouldn’t you be home with the wife you already have?” 
 
   “Very true.” Bill checked his watch. “Tell you what, Drew. Why don’t you take tomorrow and Sunday off? Rob and I can hold down the fort.”
 
   Panic smashed into him. “Take off?”
 
   “Yeah. You’ve been working three weeks straight. You need some down time. I tell you what — I don’t want to see you in this newsroom again until Monday morning.”
 
   “Mon… But. . .”
 
   “Gotta go, Son. Verbie’s gonna kill me.” Without waiting for the protest, Bill stepped onto the elevator. “I’ll see you Monday morning and not a minute before.”
 
   “Yeah, Monday,” Andrew said dejectedly as the doors slid closed. Monday? Bill must be out of his mind.
 
    
 
   The key turned in the lock with a loud click. Home again. Gabi entered and flipped on the depressing lamp light, which barely made a dent in the darkness of her life. She hated home. She always had.  Home was supposed to mean safety, security and love, but it had never meant that for Gabi. In fact, she couldn’t remember even a single time when she had ever been excited about going home.              
 
   To be sure, this home was better than most she’d lived in. At least here for the most part her safety wasn’t in question — thanks to the two dead bolts and the heavy chain on the door. But with all that hardware, love had never found its way past her door either. However, she decided quickly as she pushed that thought from her mind, safety was much more important than love would ever be. And that trade-off to Gabi was more than worth it.
 
    
 
   The television was on, but Andrew wasn’t paying any attention to it. He was too immersed with the story unfolding on his laptop to care about some forfeit lives on the TV screen. He had been working on this story for weeks, and only now was it coming together. 
 
   When it came to city news, this one was big. The biggest.  It was going to leapfrog him to the lead investigative reporter for The Herald, and not even Rob would present a challenge anymore.  He had worked for this, slaved for this for almost ten years now, and it was finally upon him, his defining moment. His time to shine.
 
    
 
   Saturday morning dawned cool and crisp. Autumn was definitely here. Gabi pulled on tights under her loose-fitting skirt.  She brushed her straight, mousy-brown hair into one long cascade down her back before grabbing her sketchbook. Maybe if she was very lucky, she could sneak away from the center and get some drawing time in. Maybe, if a thousand things didn’t go wrong like they usually did.
 
    
 
   The printed story lay on the coffee table, and Andrew paged through it once again. It was a masterpiece. An amazingly good piece of journalism if he did say so himself. Bill would be pleased with this. No, Bill would be ecstatic with this. Smug pride came over him. 
 
   For a brief moment, Andrew thought about taking it over to Bill right now, but then he thought better of it. Maybe two days of rest before entering the next level of his life wasn’t such a bad idea.
 
   He picked up the phone and dialed his brother. Maybe they could hang out together this weekend.
 
   “Hello?” the angry, barely-controlled voice said on the other end.
 
   “Bryan. How goes it?” Andrew asked, leaning back into the couch cushions casually.
 
   “Drew. Just the person I was thinking about.”
 
   “I’m flattered.”
 
   “Don’t be. Listen. The babysitter’s off today, and Pam and I were both called in to work. Greg has this stupid soccer practice thing in the park. I was thinking maybe his Godfather would like to take him.”
 
   “Soccer?” Andrew asked as skepticism overtook the casualness. “I was kind of hoping you and I could get together to play some b-ball or something.”
 
   “I know, believe me I wouldn’t ask if this wasn’t important, but...”
 
   With a sigh and trying to hide the dejection in his voice, Andrew sat forward. “Okay. Consider it done. I’ll be over in half an hour.”
 
   “Thank goodness. You’re a lifesaver.”
 
    
 
   Kids were milling about everywhere by the time Gabi made it to the center. The ones she recognized, she waved to or greeted, but most — too many — she had never seen before. That was the mystique about the center. You could come one day and be gone the next, and no one really noticed or cared.
 
   She had been here six years, and it never changed. If she dwelt on it, she would end up getting depressed, so she didn’t. She kept her eyes focused on what she could do today and let tomorrow take care of itself.
 
   “Hey, Jerry,” she said, knocking softly on his open door.
 
   He looked up from the paper work strewn across his desk, sighed, and pitched his pen to the desk. “Gabi, come on in, and close the door.”
 
   The door? Fear rose in her with one breath. Jerry had a strict open-door policy, and the thought of him closing that door made the hairs on her neck stand on end. However, she knew enough to know when things got as serious as he looked, you didn’t question it. She closed the door.
 
   “Have a seat.” Jerry swiped the glasses from his face, pitched them to the desk with the pen, and leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms.
 
   Holding onto the chair all the way down, Gabi sat, clutching her sketchbook as if it would shield her from the coming bad news. It was bad. One look at her boss told her that much. “What’s up, Jerr?”
 
   “I’m not going to lie. It’s not good, Gabi. It’s not. I’ve been going over the books, and I’ll be straight with you... I don’t think we’ll be opened by Christmas.”
 
   “Christmas?” She relaxed with a breath. “Come on, Jerry, you’ve said that before, but you always find a way.”
 
   “No. Not this time. I just got the Giovanni grant request back. It was denied. That was about half of our operating budget right there.”
 
   “But what about the Foundation grant? I thought that was going to help.”
 
   “Rejected.”
 
   The word hung in the air between them as Gabi struggled for breath. This couldn’t be happening. They couldn’t shut down the center. Where would the kids go? An image hit her, and she struggled to push it down. If they didn’t get the kids, the pushers and the gangs surely would.
 
   “There’s got to be something we can do, Jerry. I can work for half pay if I need to.”
 
   Jerry smiled at her, his thin lips arching upward for a moment. She was barely making enough to get by as it was, and they both knew it.
 
   “I can’t ask you to do that.” He shook his nearly bald head. “Besides, it wouldn’t be enough.”
 
   Gabi already knew that, but her brain was searching frantically to find something, some hope to latch onto. “How much do we need?” she asked, dreading the answer.
 
   “To stay open through the first of the year? About $75,000.”
 
   “75,000… dollars?” she asked swallowing hard.
 
   “Yeah, and right now it looks like we’re going to be about $74,000 short.”
 
   She sat there trying to wrap her mind around the sum of $75,000. It was more money than she’d ever even contemplated.
 
   “What can I do?” she finally asked, knowing there must be something but not seeing it through the numbers swirling before her.
 
   “Well, right now I’m going through these grant applications as fast as I can, but they take forever, and I don’t think I can do them all.”
 
   “Give me half.” She put her hand out.
 
   He never moved. “Gabi, really they take...”
 
   “Give me half.” She stood to her full 5-foot, 4-inches in front of him. “These kids need us, and I’m not going to let them down.”
 
    
 
   “Andrew, thank God you’re here.” Perfectly coifed and manicured, Pam opened the door. “Greg’s ready, and I’m late.”
 
   He followed her into the living room which was filled with expensive furniture, lamps, and vases. How there could be so much white in one room, he had no idea.
 
   “Uncle Drew!” Greg yelled, tearing into the room, barely missing the end table on his way to his uncle.
 
   “Greg!” Andrew bent to one knee and caught the boy in a bear hug.
 
   “Gregory Paul!” Pam said as if he’d just broken a priceless heirloom. “You know the rules about running in this house.”
 
   The smile fell from the child’s face, and his head dropped with it. “Sorry, Mom.”
 
   “I don’t know when you’ll learn,” she continued to fume as she gathered her things. “I don’t know why we can’t keep nice things around here without you perpetually trying to destroy everything.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mom,” Greg repeated, his shoulders sagging.
 
   “Hey, Pam.” Andrew stood, hoping to be helpful. “No harm. He didn’t hit anything.”
 
   “This time,” she said still gathering her things. She never even bothered to look at him. “His game’s at eleven, so you’d better hurry. Bryan should be back about five. Andrew, we really appreciate this. I’ll see you later, Greg. Be good for Uncle Andrew, you hear me?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” Greg said as she planted a hurried kiss on his forehead. And then she was gone.
 
   Andrew put his hand on Greg’s shoulder. “Well, I guess it’s off to the park.” 
 
   “Yeah,” Greg said, trying his best to smile. “I guess so.”
 
    
 
   Gabi walked to her car quickly — avoiding all the eyes that glanced in her direction. The stack of papers under her arm burned into her skin. The grants. They were the center’s last hope. Even they might not be enough, but she was going to do everything in her power to keep the center opened as long as possible. 
 
   She got into her car, and the weight of her undertaking descended on her shoulders like a rock. Her fingers gripped the steering wheel in front of her, and her knuckles turned white without her realizing it. How could years of work, years of sacrifice by all the volunteers and all the benefactors go down the drain just like that? More importantly how could the people at Giovanni turn their backs on the kids? Kids who needed them desperately — more desperately than even they, themselves knew. But she knew. She knew all too well what the center meant to these kids, and now it was up to her.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t until they actually got to the park that Andrew realized how overdressed he was.  Putting on a suit first thing out of the shower had become second nature to him in the past few years, and now he did it without even thinking about where he was going. Quickly he shrugged out of the jacket. Wearing a suit and tie to the park on a Saturday?  He should just wear a big sign that said, Workaholic.
 
   “Come on, Uncle Drew!” Greg called, bouncing outside the window of the door he’d already exited. “We’re gonna be late!”
 
   “I’m coming, Greg. Just had to make a little adjustment.” He stepped out of the red sports car into the cool, crisp air and took a deep, solid breath. It felt better than he remembered. A little smog, but better than the stale cigarette-pizza combo he was used to at The Herald.
 
   “Let’s go!”
 
    
 
   Gabi drove slowly through the streets — trying to get an emotional handle on this situation. She knew she should go home and get to work, but somehow for the moment, she needed to pretend this whole situation didn’t exist — that the kids would be fine and that the whole world made sense. Just for a moment.
 
   She glanced out the window, and she saw them. The kids. Playing in the park — with their mommies and daddies. Having fun. Not worried about where their next meal would come from or who might be around the next corner. Just being what they were here to be — kids.
 
    
 
   It didn’t take much of an eye to tell that Greg had talent on the soccer field. Just watching him from the park bench, Andrew could tell how much his nephew loved this game. It reminded him of another little boy he had known a very long time ago. A little boy not unlike Greg, who loved sports and excelled at them. It seemed like forever ago. Forever. Before the paper, and deadlines, and suits, and laptops… 
 
    
 
   If asked, Gabi would’ve said stopping the car was out of the question, but somehow it stopped itself, and suddenly she found herself walking through the park, sketchbook and pencils in hand. Surely she had time for one little escape. Thirty minutes, an hour, and then she would get to work.
 
   Shouts of joy and laughter bombarded her from every direction, but somehow they sounded foreign to her ears, and the sights seemed foreign to her eyes as well. Even as she walked among them, she didn’t feel like a part of their world — a world of love, of peace, of joy. Days like today she got a glimpse of their world, but it was only that, a glimpse from afar. 
 
   A force other than her own will pulled her to the group of small boys playing soccer in a clearing surrounded by some trees, and she sat down slowly beside one of the oaks and watched them. The blue shirts were mingled with the red shirts, and little heads with a palette of different hair colors bobbed up and down. 
 
   He would be just about their age, she thought, turning inward on herself. He would be running around, playing soccer. She wandered again what color his hair was, was his hair dark like hers, or…?
 
    
 
   The second the raven-haired beauty walked past him, Andrew’s gaze homed to her.  It looked like a small wind might blow her away, but she was beautiful. Sunning even. Willowy and graceful, she floated rather than walked. He watched her as she crossed to the end of the clearing and sat next to a tree. Suddenly, he wished he had Bryan’s wit and adventure. If he did, he could just walk right up to her, say something fabulous, and sweep her off her feet. 
 
   But Andrew had never been the outgoing one. He was more comfortable, hanging back, doing the work, and staying as far away from the limelight as possible. Only in recent months had he become comfortable with the thought of being recognized for his work. In the beginning, his love of anonymity had been a big reason why he’d chosen the newspaper business. People saw your by-line, they didn’t see you.
 
   However, right now he wished with everything he had that she would see him. See him, come over, and introduce herself. It was obvious, however, that she could only see the boys on the soccer field because her gaze never so much as unlocked from them.
 
    
 
   This was a bad idea, Gabi told herself trying to tear her eyes from the field. For one thing this wasn’t helping her mood, and for another, she really, really needed to be getting some work done. But the field held her there, and she finally gave into it. She pulled her sketchbook out and let the images before her flow onto the paper.
 
    
 
   Andrew watched her, doing everything he could think of to look like he wasn’t. She seemed to be writing, but she wasn’t even looking at the paper — so she couldn’t really be writing. No, she wasn’t writing, she was… drawing... something. She looked so unbelievable — like a butterfly perched on the ground ready to flit away at any time. 
 
   “I should go over there right now,” he told himself as he watched her. “Right now before she leaves. Andrew, you write for The Herald, you’ve interviewed senators and governors. This shouldn’t be that a big a deal. Just go over there and say hello. ‘Hi. I’m Andrew Clark, and you’re amazing.’ What would the harm be in that?”
 
   But his body didn’t move. His mind did. It got up, walked over to her, said hello, and asked her out — no problem. But his body didn’t follow. It just sat there on the bench like an idiot.
 
   “That was so cool!” Greg breathed, suddenly huffing and puffing right up next to him.
 
   “Cool?” Andrew asked, waking from his daydream and reluctantly turning his attention to his nephew. “Oh, yeah. Real cool. Awesome.”
 
    
 
   It seemed strange to Gabi that only a handful of parents were there with their kids on such a nice day. It made her glad that the little brown-headed kid she’d been sketching had his dad there to watch.  All kids needed that.
 
    
 
   “We beat ‘em!  We actually beat the Spiders!  I can’t believe it,” Greg said, the excitement bubbling over. “They’re the best team in the league, you know.”
 
   “No, I didn’t know that,” Andrew said, amused at the excitement of his nephew.
 
   “Yeah, and we beat ‘em!” Greg pushed out his chest, and Andrew had to keep himself from laughing at the kid’s bravado. He was certainly his father’s son.
 
   “You sure did,” he said, and then he looked over Greg’s head. The butterfly had flown.
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 2
 
    
 
   $75,000. $75,000. Where were they going to get $75,000? Gabi picked up another grant application from the table. It was a ten-page monstrosity, and even if they got it, it wouldn’t be enough to carry the center past Thanksgiving.
 
   But, she decided, she had to start somewhere, and here was as good a place as any.
 
    
 
   After hamburgers, ice cream, and a short trip to the candy store, Andrew’s stomach was revolting. It was becoming painfully clear to him that he wasn’t as young as he used to be, and his stomach wasn’t either.
 
   “You know,” Greg said, philosophically as they strolled back to the car, sugary treats in hand. “Today was nice.”
 
   “Yes, it was,” Andrew agreed, wistfulness taking hold of his spirit.
 
   “I mean. It was fun to have someone from my own family there to watch me play.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Andrew asked in instant confusion.
 
   “Oh, I don’t know.” Greg shrugged, the little shoulders bouncing up and then sagging. “I like Mrs. Sanders and all, but it isn’t the same.”
 
   “Mrs. Sanders? Your babysitter?”
 
   Greg scowled. “Nanny. I’m not a baby.”
 
   “Oh, yes of course. Your nanny. She usually takes you to soccer?”
 
   “Usually always.” 
 
   Andrew tipped his head, trying to get a better look at the child. “Your dad doesn’t take you sometimes?”
 
   “No, he’s too busy. He’s got clients, you know. They’re very important,” Greg said gravely, sounding just like the speeches he had obviously heard.
 
   That bothered Andrew, and he fought to find the silver lining that had to be somewhere behind this cloud. “What about your mom?”
 
   Greg laughed as if the thought was absurd. “Mom and soccer? I don’t think so. She’d be worried about the goal getting broken.” 
 
   “So, Mrs. Sanders takes you then?”
 
   “Yeah mostly, but today was really nice.”
 
   “Yeah.” Andrew had to agree. “Today was really nice.”
 
    
 
   Gabi’s eyes were beginning to hurt, and she wasn’t exactly sure if it was from the dim light or the ten ton rock on her shoulders. A sigh escaped before she could stop it. This was like climbing up the down escalator. Totally hopeless, but still you had to try — if for no other reason than to prove it couldn’t be done.
 
   She got up from the couch and filled her glass with water from the jug in the refrigerator. Only then did she glance at the clock — 11:30. No wonder she was hungry. It was hours past supper. In fact it was hours past bedtime, and her body was beginning to register that fact. A quick sandwich and she would have to call it a night. She could get an early start tomorrow, and maybe by the grace of God, they would find a miracle.
 
    
 
   He could see her sitting there, looking at him softly, just out of his reach. His heart called to hers, willing her to come to him, but she just floated up and away, and she was gone.
 
   “No, don’t go!” Andrew gasped, sitting straight up in bed. But there was no butterfly, only darkness.  And he knew she was gone — forever.
 
    
 
   Her body woke Gabi well before the sun came up. It was a habit born of too many early mornings rushing to beat the traffic and the parents, and even on days when she could sleep in, sleep after 5:30 was an impossibility. She reluctantly rolled out of bed into the coolness of the air around her. Heat was a luxury she used only in the direst of circumstances. Money was too precious to be wasted on trivial things like comfort.
 
   Money. $75,000. The memory ripped through her, and she fought the urge to crawl back into the warm, welcoming blankets. The rock took up its former residence, and her head suddenly ached for relief, but there would be no relief. This rock was now hers to carry. 
 
   She stumbled out of bed and back to the little coffee table where she turned on the lamp next to it. There had to be a way. There just had to.
 
    
 
   By 10:30 a.m. the sun was up, and Gabi was exhausted. Not even dealing with 20 screaming four-year-olds was this much work. She needed a break, and she knew exactly where to take one. The short walk would do her good, and maybe if she was lucky, she just might find her miracle there.
 
    
 
   “Umm, Father Callihan, I was hoping you might have some time to talk,” Gabi said as she extended her hand upon exiting the service.
 
   “Why, Gabriella, it’s nice to see you,” Father Callihan said, shaking her hand warmly.
 
   “Do you have a minute?” she asked, not letting go until she got a yes.
 
   He tipped his head in a slight bout with confusion. “Well, the next Mass starts in about an hour.”
 
   “Oh, this won’t take long.”
 
   Finally he smiled at her. “Well, certainly, why don’t you come with me?” 
 
   Gabi followed him down the narrow hallway into the main office, praying like she never had before. This was not for her. It was for the kids. Surely God could understand how important this was for them.
 
   “Now, what can I do for you?” Father Callihan asked, sitting in the executive’s chair across the desk from her.
 
   “Well, it’s not really about me, Father. It’s about my kids… at the center.”
 
   “Ah, yes the center, a fine institution.”
 
   “Yes, well, we’ve run into some financial trouble recently, and I was kind of hoping...”
 
   At that, Father Callihan’s face fell, and suddenly he could no longer look her in the eye. “Times are tough on everyone around here, Gabriella. Believe me, I’d really like to help you out, but I don’t know what I can do.”
 
   “Could you lend us some money? We’ll pay you back, I promise,” she said, grasping for something to stop the descent into hopelessness, but she wondered even as she said it how they would ever get the money to pay the church back.
 
   He smiled again. This time it had pity attached to it. “Gabriella, you’re a wonderful person. And I know how much you love those kids, but right now, we aren’t in a position to be able to help anyone else out financially. I hope you understand.”
 
   She sat there without knowing what to say or how to say it. She could feel her miracle slipping through her fingers. “Are you sure, Father?” 
 
   “Believe me, we would help if we could.”
 
    
 
   The church’s chapel called to her as she walked by it, and knowing no other option, Gabi pushed the door open slowly. The space was empty with only a dim light on the seats and a bright one on the tabernacle. She made her way down the aisle to the front row and knelt down. Tears sprang into her eyes, and she brushed them away.
 
   “Hi, God, it’s me, Gabriella Treyvillion.” The sniff was soft but audible. “It’s been awhile, I know. I’m sorry about that, but, listen, God, right now I could really use Your help. See, there’s this center for kids — where I work, and well, we’re kind of in some trouble — money wise, you know? Now, normally I wouldn’t come to you about money problems, but this one’s important. See, there’re a lot of kids who rely on that center, and if we close, well, the truth is, I’m afraid of what’s going to happen to them. I’m willing to do whatever I need to, if You’ll just show me what that is.”
 
   She paused and looked up, waiting for an answer that did not come. “Okay, God.” The sigh slid through her as frustration took its place. “Look, I know I’m probably the last person You want to help right now, but believe me, I’m not asking for me. These kids really need a miracle, and they need it fast. All I ask is that You point me in the right direction. Please. Just point me in the right direction.”
 
    
 
   When she walked out, Gabi wasn’t sure what she’d expected. But whatever it was, it didn’t happen. The sad and unavoidable truth was, she was alone in this fight. Not even God wanted to help her. She took a deep breath and went home to face the applications totally alone.
 
    
 
   He’d tried. All day long, Andrew had tried to get her out of his head, but she was still there. Every time he turned around, she was there, looking at him with those soft dark eyes. And then she was gone. It was like playing tag with a ghost — one minute they’re there, the next minute... poof! 
 
    
 
   By nightfall, Gabi had finished three grant applications and was halfway through the fourth one. It was a very good thing that writing was one of her strong suits, she thought as she began the essay on the fourth one. These kids deserved a chance. They needed this place. And now somehow she had to convince someone she would never even meet of that fact in 1,000 words or less.
 
    
 
   “Andrew? What’re you doing here?” Bryan asked when he found his younger brother standing on the front porch.
 
   “I don’t know.” Andrew shrugged. “Just a little bored, I guess. If this is a bad time,…”
 
   “No, of course not.” Bryan stuck out his hand to shake Andrew’s. “Come on in. You know you’re always welcome.”
 
   “Well, Andrew.” In her naturally regal style, Pam came down the staircase. “This is a surprise.”
 
   “Hi, Pam. I was just driving around, and I guess I ended up here. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   She smiled, revealing two perfect rows of white. “No, of course not, come on in. Have you eaten?”
 
   The more seconds that ticked by, the more out-of-place Andrew felt. “Oh, yeah. I just thought I’d drop by and say hi to Greg — congratulate him on the game again.”
 
   “Oh, the game,” Bryan said as they went over and sat in the living room. “Thanks again for taking him.”
 
   Andrew sat, shifted, and nodded. “No problem. We really had a good time.”
 
   “Well, Greg certainly seemed to enjoy it,” Bryan said, settling down an oversized chair that could have doubled for a loveseat. “That’s all he could talk about tonight at dinner.”
 
   That brought up a questioning thought. “Where is Greg anyway?”
 
   “Upstairs getting ready for bed. He’s a handful. Way too much energy. Pam has a time getting him into the tub, so when he’s there, you don’t bother him.”
 
   “I see,” Andrew said, wishing he could say what his mind had been telling him since the day before. He should tell his brother what Greg had said about wanting him to be there, but how? Unfortunately, he couldn’t find the right words for that question, so he asked another. “So, how’s work?”
 
   “Ah. Same old, same old.” His brother leaned back and crossed his arms over the pinstripes on his pressed shirt. “How’s the news business?”
 
   “It’s business,” Andrew said, feeling the gap that was always there form between them once again. Bryan, the older brother. Confident. Poised. Out-spoken. Perpetually out-shining his younger, less assured brother. 
 
   Worse, Andrew wasn’t sure when it had happened, but Bryan had changed since their years growing up in the same room together. And to be fair, so had Andrew. They were more casual acquaintances now than brothers — and not even very close acquaintances at that.
 
   “Drew!” a very wet, very clean Greg called, racing down the stairs.
 
   “Greg!” Andrew turned and then stood to accept the high-five and then the quick hug. “Hey, my-man. How’s it going?”
 
   His nephew’s eyes lit up like a mega-watt bulb. “Great!  Want to see my train set?”
 
   “Oh, Greg, Uncle Andrew doesn’t want to see your trains,” Bryan said with instant annoyance.
 
   “Well, actually,” Andrew said, finding just a bit of courage, “I think I’d love to see your trains.”
 
   Greg practically leaped in the air. “Really?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   With that, he grabbed Andrew’s hand, and before long they were running the trains around the enormous track set up all across Greg’s room and having the time of their lives.
 
    
 
   The fourth application was finished, but the other six stared at her from the coffee table. There was no way she’d be able to start them all — even if she worked all night. It was hopeless, and there was nothing more she could do about it now. Besides, she was exhausted and depressed, and at the moment the only thing she could think of was going to bed, crawling under the covers, and hoping life would leave her alone. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Gabi pulled into the center’s parking lot well before the sun was up. Somehow overnight she had found renewed determination to make this thing work. She wasn’t going to give up — no matter how hopeless it looked.
 
   “Hey, Jerr,” she said, walking into his office and dumping the four finished applications on his desk without fanfare. 
 
   “Four? You finished four?” he asked in utter amazement.
 
   She turned for the door. “Yeah, and I hope to have one more finished by the time I leave tonight.”
 
   “Good grief, Gabi, I thought I was the only hard-liner around here.”
 
   At the door, she turned, her eyes flashing. “They might take this place out, but it’s not going without a fight from me,” she said with fire in the words. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have another application to finish.”
 
                 
 
   When she was gone, Jerry smiled in spite of the doom hanging over him. He’d liked her the first time she’d walked into his office six years before — full of energy and determination to make a real difference, and she hadn’t changed an ounce since then. The kids were lucky to have her — for now anyway. With that depressing thought and a sigh, he turned back to his paperwork.
 
    
 
   This is it. Half-confident, half-shaking in his Oxfords, Andrew approached Bill’s office for the second time in an hour. He knew in his gut that the next few minutes would change the rest of his life.
 
   “So?” he asked, sticking his head inside the office as if he was just wondering what time lunch would be.
 
   Bill looked up, serious drilled into every wrinkle on his face. A second, and he let out a long breath. “Why don’t you come on in?”
 
   Andrew obeyed, trying to contain his racing heart.
 
   “Can you get corroboration on this?” Bill asked, indicating the papers before him.
 
   “Done.”
 
   “So, you’re telling me the DA’s been accepting money under the table to let thugs off, and this is the first anyone’s heard of it?”
 
   This breath was easier. “Well, I really think some people in his office have known for some time now, but they’re all too scared to talk.”
 
   “I can imagine. Justice and criminals after you? Doesn’t sound like a place I’d want to be.” Bill sat silently, reviewing the papers as if they might explode at any moment if he didn’t get them memorized.
 
   “So, what do you think?” Andrew finally asked, unable to contain the excitement.
 
   “I think Mr. Woodruff is about to find himself sitting at the opposite table.”
 
   Andrew smiled but tamped it down. “So, you’re going with the story?”
 
   “Yes, I’m going with the story — front page tomorrow’s edition.”
 
   Containing the amazing joy was nearly impossible. This was actually happening. He was performing his duty in the much exalted fourth estate, and it felt great.
 
   Bill tamped the pages together. “I’m assuming this is in the computer already?”
 
   “Yes it is.”
 
   His boss nodded. “Okay. Well, while I have you here.” Bill reached through the stack on the desk. “I have another story I want you to tackle.”
 
   “Name it,” Andrew said, smelling blood. He was beginning to like that smell.
 
   “I got a call this morning from an old friend, Jerry Richardson, out at the Youth Center in Collins.”
 
   “Collins?” That swept a bit of the excitement away from him.
 
   “Yeah, he’s run the place for years, but… well, they’ve hit a real brick wall with their financing — lost a couple of major grants, that sort of thing. Anyway, he asked me if maybe I’d run a piece about the place, kind of to remind people they’re still there.”
 
   “Sounds like a human interest piece to me,” Andrew said, wanting at all costs to stay out of Collins. Guys like him didn’t go to places like Collins. “Why don’t you give it to Jane?”
 
   “No, I want my top reporter on this,” Bill said seriously. 
 
   It wasn’t hard to hide his excitement at the comment under the urgent need to get out of doing this story. “You know, Bill, I’m going to be really busy once this DA thing hits, I don’t know if I’ll have time.”
 
   “That piece doesn’t go out until tomorrow. I want you to go to the Center today. Jerry says they don’t have even one day to waste. Besides, one little piece today, and after that you can concentrate on Woodruff.”
 
   Andrew tried to think of a plausible excuse out of this situation. His beat had always been the courthouses and city hall — not Collins. “I do have other stories I can work on...”
 
   “I’m sure you do, but they can wait. This one can’t.”
 
    
 
   While the children napped on their blankets, Gabi finished the fifth application. It was for $10,000. More money than she had ever seen at one time in her life, but even if they got it, it wouldn’t fix the situation. Still, she prayed over it just the same.
 
    
 
   Driving slowly through the streets that were littered with trash and bottles, Andrew’s eyes darted in every direction — to the two kids loitering on the sidewalk, to the broken out windows in the shop across the street, to the graffiti covering the surrounding buildings. 
 
   He was six foot, two, and had played linebacker in high school, but he didn’t feel safe here. One thing was clear Bill was going to owe him one for this — big time.
 
    
 
   “All right, does everyone have their buddy?” Gabi asked with cheer she felt only because she was looking at the happy little, upturned faces.
 
   “Yes, Miss T,” 19 children chorused as one. 
 
   “Good, now everyone put on their quiet faces. We don’t want to disturb anyone, right?”
 
   “Right, Miss T.”
 
   “Okay, here we go,” she said, opening the door and out the group went. 
 
   This was her favorite time of the day — music time in the main lobby. It was the only time in the afternoon the kids got to go outside their own room. In two hours the halls would be jammed with the kids coming from school, and at that point, the place became a madhouse. 
 
   “Everyone sit down with your buddies around the piano,” she instructed when they made it into the lobby.
 
   The children obeyed knowing that not obeying would banish them back to their room with no music. Not a fun idea.
 
   “Now what shall we sing today?” she asked as she sat down at the piano and raised the lid, careful so it didn’t fall apart. “Any requests?”
 
    
 
   “How many kids do you have here on a typical day?” Andrew asked, running through the questions in his notebook as quickly as possible. He was worried about his car sitting out in that parking lot. Stolen radio. Stolen tires. Stolen everything. It was not only a possibility, he was pretty sure likely came closer.
 
   “Rough estimate 300 — give or take 50 or so,” Jerry replied. He was older. Late fifties, early sixties. Balding. In ratty clothing that didn’t really match. It probably came from a thrift shop, but Andrew didn’t dwell on that more than to make the judgment and move on.
 
   “And what activities do you provide?” he asked, writing down the previous answer.
 
   “Basketball every day and a dance class once a week for the older students after school. Also, we try to help with homework and such if the need arises, but we really don’t have adequate volunteers to cover everything we’d like to do.”
 
   “I can imagine,” Andrew said shortly, wondering what kind of person would volunteer in a place like this — all he wanted to do was leave, and that didn’t even have anything to do with the worry over his car’s wellbeing.
 
   “Tell you what, Andrew,” Jerry said, clearly sensing that this was not going very well. “Why don’t we walk around the center and talk? That way you can get a better idea of what we do here.”
 
   Andrew wanted to walk all right, but around the center was not where he had planned. However, Jerry got up and led him out before he had time to protest. A few more minutes, and he would come up with some excuse to get himself out of here. That was a promise that could be taken to the bank.
 
    
 
   “I requwest Miss T play a song,” Leslie, a little girl with bright white teeth and tight pigtails, said, holding up her hand.
 
   Gabi laughed. “I have been playing songs.” 
 
   “No. I want a Miss T song,” Leslie said.
 
   “One I wrote?” Gabi asked in surprise, modest even in front of four-year-olds.
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” Leslie said in the tiny voice that sounded so much like bells.
 
   “Please,” the other children chorused.              
 
   “Well, okay.” Gabi smiled at them as she put her fingers on the keys. Then she looked down and grinned. “Why don’t you come up here and sit with me, Leslie?” 
 
   In one motion, the little girl scrambled to her feet, and in the next heartbeat she was by Gabi’s side. 
 
   Gabi smiled down at her. “This one’s for Leslie.”
 
    
 
   Music floated down the dingy hallway, and for a moment, Andrew thought the angels would start singing with it. “What’s that?” Andrew whispered, suddenly forgetting the interview.
 
   Jerry checked his watch. “Probably Gabi.” 
 
   “Gabi?”
 
   “The four-year-olds’ teacher. She’s been here about six years. I wish I had a hundred just like her,” Jerry said as they walked toward the music. It was amazing, angelic, heavenly. “I think closing this place just might kill her before it does me.”
 
   “Four-year-olds, huh?” Andrew asked, puzzled. “But I don’t hear them.”
 
   “Wait ‘til painting time,” Jerry laughed as they left the hallway and entered the main room of the lobby. Andrew took one look at the woman at the piano and froze.
 
    
 
   The music flowed through her very soul, and for that moment nothing else existed. Life itself was put on hold. Gabi had often thought that making beauty in the world was her reason for being here, and she never squandered that belief by doing anything creative halfway. Painting, drawing, writing, music — they were all beautiful, and they were exactly what these children needed. Beauty in a barren, bleak world.
 
    
 
   When the last note sounded, the world around Andrew stood in silent awe for one, brief moment. Then the children began clapping, and somehow he got his own hands to join in.
 
    
 
   Gabi smiled modestly and hugged Leslie to her. 
 
   “That was great, Miss T,” Leslie said, snagged securely in awe of her teacher.
 
   “More!” the children chorused.
 
   “Maybe tomorrow.” Gabi carefully lifted Leslie off the bench. “Right now, it’s snack time.”
 
   “Snack time!” the children chorused, quickly standing.
 
   “Buddies,” Gabi reminded them, and instantly all the children were paired up with one left over to hold her hand as happened more often than not.
 
    
 
   And once again she flitted from Andrew’s grasp.
 
   “Anyway, Andrew, I know you’re a busy man,” Jerry said as Gabi and the four-year-olds exited down the hallway. He looked at Andrew, sensing something had drastically altered the situation in the last few minutes, but not knowing exactly what that something was. “I hope I’ve answered all your questions.”
 
   Suddenly Andrew was in no great hurry to leave. “You know Jerry, I think I might have just a few more if you don’t mind.” 
 
   “Oh, well. Okay. Sure. Ask away.”
 
                 
 
   Gabi herded her charges back into the room just as the halls filled with students coming in from the schools down the block.  Without the center, many of these kids will have no place to go after school, she thought, renewing her determination to get more of the grants finished tonight.
 
   “Story!  Story!” the kids chanted in unison.
 
   “All right,” Gabi said, her mind already on other projects, “why don’t you all sit down or lay down, and I’ll read you the story of the Frog Prince?”
 
   “Yay!”
 
    
 
   Andrew couldn’t figure out for a moment where all the noise had suddenly come from, but when he stepped back out into the hall from Jerry’s office, he was engulfed by bodies — thousands of them it seemed. 
 
   He looked around at them, and panic clutched his stomach and lungs. Many of them looked identical to the street gangs he’d heard so much about but had never had cause to meet — until now, and suddenly they were everywhere at once.
 
   Just act cool, he told himself as a few of the students glanced his way. Just act cool, walk slowly and get out of here. 
 
   Slowly, carefully, he made his way to the door. If one of the kids had said boo, he would’ve run for dear life, but most of them just stared at him — if they noticed him at all, and in no time he was back in his car, headed out of Collins as fast as he could go.
 
   However, somehow the stereotype of Collins that ran through his mind constantly had forever been altered when he’d heard that music. That wonderful, magnificent, unbelievable music.
 
    
 
   “So, what’s up?” Gabi asked when Jerry walked into her classroom after the kids had all gone home. She was in the middle of wiping the paint off of the tiny table in front of her, but the sight of him standing there at her door made her stop short with concern. 
 
   “We had a visitor today,” Jerry said slowly. He stepped in as if the next step might in fact plunge him to his death.
 
   “A visitor?” she asked, already wary because of how wary he looked.
 
   “Yeah, a guy from The Herald. Andrew something-or-other. He’s going to be doing a story about us in tomorrow’s paper.”
 
   She went back to cleaning. “Oh, yeah? Why?”
 
   “I figured it couldn’t hurt.” Jerry leaned on the bookcase and folded his arms, looking more tired than she’d ever seen him. “Truth is, I don’t know what else to do, Gabi. 18 years this place has been my life. 18 years...”
 
   “And look at all the kids you’ve helped,” Gabi said in defense of him and all he had done.
 
   “But there’s so much more to do.” He shook his head, and his smile was tight and sad.
 
    “Look.” She quit cleaning and stabbed the multi-colored cloth in the air like a sword. “I’m not going to say I don’t know how you feel, because I do, but I will say this. I’m not going down without a fight, and neither should you. Now, I don’t know how, but we’re going to find a way to do this — we’re going to keep this place going.” Passion, anger, and fear sounded in her voice overlapping each other. “I’m not giving up on these kids. Not now. Not ever.”
 
   Going over to the other wall, she stuffed the remaining paints in the drawer as he watched her, saying nothing. She straightened and went to her desk
 
   “Now, I’m going home to work on these,” she said, holding up the now dwindling stack of papers. “And I want you to go home and get some sleep. You dying is not going to help this place one bit. Do you hear me?”
 
   He nodded with resignation lacing the movement. “Yes.” 
 
   “Good, now let’s get out of here before it’s time for us to be back.” Gabi took hold of his elbow and steered him out of her classroom.
 
   “Gabi, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
   “Believe me, Jerr, you’re never going to have to find out,” she said as she turned off the lights and locked the door.
 
    
 
   “Dang it,” Andrew said under his breath as he tried to edit his story down to ten inches of copy. Writing had never been a problem — editing, however, was a different story.
 
   “Problem, Son?” Bill asked, appearing above him.
 
   “It’s this story.” Andrew squinted at the screen, looking for something to excise.
 
   “The Center story?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Not enough info?”
 
   “Just the opposite.” Andrew sighed, deleted a word and then shook his head and replaced it. It was hopeless. There was no way to fit everything he wanted to say about the place in ten inches.
 
   “Ahh, a much more difficult problem,” Bill said with a knowing nod.
 
   “Tell me about it.” Then like a shot a thought struck him just as Bill turned to leave. “Hey, Bill, why don’t we run some kind of series on the place?”
 
   “A series?” Bill turned back in surprise. “But I thought you didn’t even want to write this one.”
 
   “I could do it, Bill. We could kick it off in Sunday’s edition. I could get on it this week — interview some of the kids, the teachers,” he said, thinking of one in particular he’d like to interview but pushing that down under professional.
 
   “I don’t know, Drew. What about Woodruff?”
 
   Woodruff. The story of a lifetime. It would hit the streets in just under six hours. Andrew thought about it for a moment.
 
   “Rob might be able to pick up some of it for me,” he said, indicating the empty desk across from him.
 
   That surprised Bill even more. “Rob?”
 
   “Yeah, but only if I need it — which I won’t,” Andrew said, the determination to make both stories work flooding through his veins. “Come on, Bill. This is important.”
 
   Bill’s eyebrows arched as he tilted his head. “Well, I guess if it’s that important to you…”
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Jerry stopped by the newsstand on his way in. He couldn’t wait to see the article. It wouldn’t be much, he was sure, but it was something. Something to give him hope for one more day. 
 
   At his desk, he scanned the first page with anticipation. Okay, so it wasn’t front page news. Slowly, he flipped through the paper, reading every headline and even a few of the paragraphs that looked promising. Nothing. Not one word.
 
   Section A — nothing. Section B — nothing. C, D, E nothing. Hope slipped from his fingertips as he closed the paper and laid it on the desk in front of him. 
 
                 
 
   “Hey, boss. So how is it?” Gabi asked, bouncing into his office, but the look on his face stopped her cold. Cheerfulness slid away from her. “That bad?”
 
   “Bad?” Jerry snorted. “Bad would be a good thing.”
 
   “Huh?” Coming in, Gabi slipped into the seat in front of him. “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means there’s nothing there. Nothing. Zero. Nada. It’s over, Gabi,” he said, flipping the paper over the desk to her and obviously holding back the tears forming behind his tired eyes. 
 
   Thinking it must be some horrible mix-up, she slowly picked up the paper and scanned through it, but she, too, came up empty.
 
   “Well, who needs them?” She folded the paper and pitched it to the desk, trying to keep her determination intact although now it felt more like anger. “I filled out the rest of these last night. We can mail them today. Surely one of them will hit.”
 
   He shook his head. “We need more than one.”
 
   The sadness in Jerry’s eyes gripped her soul, and Gabi struggled to keep her composure, her hope, her faith. But their options were thinning quickly, and true desperation was starting to take hold.
 
   “How long can we stay opened like this?” she finally asked slowly not because she wanted to, but because she needed to know.
 
   “Well, let’s see.” He leaned back, closed his eyes, thinking about the budget he probably had memorized by now. “For last month, we’re about $10,000 down. This month we need to pay our insurance, and taxes come due. Right now about half our parents are at least two months behind, and we really need one more teacher to work the baby room each day. If pressed, I’d say we’ll be down about $20,000 by the end of this month, and at that point I think things will get really serious.”
 
   Gabi sat in shocked silence. She’d had no idea it was this bad.
 
   “By month’s end, we’re probably going to be out on the streets — and so are the kids.”
 
    
 
   Across town, the courthouse was in an uproar, reporters and cameramen were everywhere. Justin Woodruff had been accosted by a myriad of them on his way to court, where he found more reporters than defendants, as well as a visitor from the FBI.  All trials were suspended shortly after nine, pending the soon to be begun investigation into the matter.
 
                 
 
   “This is Kelly Bennett reporting live from the courthouse, and now we’ll take it back to Bob in the newsroom,” the voice on the radio droned.
 
   Andrew took a deep, slow breath. That was his story. The story of a lifetime. He had dreamt of this moment — hearing his story reported frantically by every news organization trying to play catch-up. But he’d never quite pictured it like this. He wasn’t standing in the white marbled courthouse foyer accepting the jealous congratulations of his colleagues. No, he was driving down a bumpy half-paved street among housing projects that might fall down at any second toward a place that only yesterday, he swore he never wanted to get near.
 
   And the weirdest thing was, he’d asked for this. Begged for this. He must be totally out of his mind. He should turn the car around right now and get back to his real life.
 
   But the music pulled him in.
 
    
 
   With every passing minute the dread in her heart and the rock on her shoulders grew. Each little face, each little voice reminded her that it would all be gone soon, and that thought brought her close to tears on more than one occasion. Somehow, Gabi had to shake out of this for the kids’ sakes. She needed something to take her mind off the impending doom settling on this place. She needed to be outside.
 
   “How many of you have noticed the pretty leaves on the ground outside?” she asked as the children sat at her feet.
 
   “Me. Me.”
 
   “What colors are the leaves?”
 
   “Brown, red, yellow,” the answers came flying back.
 
   “Well, I think we should all put our jackets on and go find as many different colored leaves as we can,” she said as cheerfully as possible.
 
   “Yeah!”
 
                 
 
   As he pulled into the parking lot, the knot in Andrew’s stomach from the day before returned. What was he doing here? This wasn’t his beat. This shouldn’t have even been his story. He should be back in the courthouse, but his feet weren’t listening to his brain— they were moving in the direction that his soul was pulling him. 
 
   He could almost hear the building groaning with age as he took his first real look at it, but suddenly the groaning was drowned out by the shouts of excited, happy children that filled the morning air. He smiled in spite of himself and all the harsh thoughts. Even here in this unimaginable poverty, the children could be happy. In fact, if he closed his eyes, he could almost imagine he was back in the park— with Greg and his friends. The thought of Greg made him smile even more. He was going to have to make it a point to take him out again.
 
   As he opened the heavy door to the place, his ears strained for the music inside. Hearing the happy children beyond the door lifted something in his soul, and it seemed for a moment as he paused inside and the two worlds— inside and out— blended together and that the music was in fact there. But then the door closed behind him with a clang, and there was only silence.
 
   He walked slowly down to Jerry’s office, wishing he knew which room she was in. It would be easy to walk by and get a glimpse of her.  He had wanted nothing else for 24 hours now, and his heart felt like it might quit beating if he didn’t get another glimpse of her before she flitted from his grasp again.
 
    
 
   Gabi was sitting on the ground watching the children play in the leaves, and in spite of everything, she smiled. She just couldn’t be sad here. There was something about happy, joyous children at play that dusted the dark clouds from her mind. These children knew the dinginess of life, and yet, if given the chance to simply play in the pretty leaves, they did it with passion.
 
   “Miss T!  Miss T!” Leslie said, skipping over to her. “Come play with us!”
 
   Gabi smiled at the beautiful, little girl. So much life. So much promise wrapped in that tiny package.
 
   “Please!  Please!” the other children chorused, and Gabi got to her feet to join them.
 
    
 
   Jerry was buried ten deep in applications when the knock sounded on his door.
 
   “Come in,” he replied gruffly, never averting his eyes from the papers.
 
                 
 
   “Mr. Richardson?” Andrew asked, pushing the door further open, sensing this was a bad time. “I’m sorry to bother you.”
 
   Jerry looked up, and for a moment his eyes jumped open. Then they fell back as anger replaced the surprise. “What do you want?” he asked, returning to his papers.
 
   “Oh. Um. I was hoping you might have a few minutes to talk,” Andrew said, suddenly wishing he hadn’t bothered. “But if this is a bad time...”
 
   “No.” With a hard sigh, Jerry threw his pen to the desk. “Have a seat.”
 
   “Thank you.” Andrew was grateful for whatever opening he could get. “The reason I’m here… Well, I don’t know if you noticed, but my story didn’t run in this morning’s paper.”
 
   “I noticed,” Jerry said, leaning back in his chair and staring holes through Andrew.
 
   “Yes, well. There’s a reason for that.”
 
   Jerry’s eyes narrowed. “That’s nice to know.”
 
   “Bill and I talked about it last night, and... well, we think this place deserves more than just one story. In fact, we want to do a series about it in next week’s paper.”
 
   The chair crashed to the floor as shock registered on the older man’s face. “A series?”
 
   “Yes, I’m thinking maybe six stories starting Sunday and running through Friday,” Andrew said, knowing instinctively he had Jerry hooked. “I could interview you and the teachers, the volunteers, the kids, the parents, maybe even some contributors. I just feel like there’s more to this place than people normally see, and I was hoping...”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yes, sir. Very serious.”
 
    
 
   It had become an all-out leaf battle on the playground, and Gabi was losing pitifully. She flung leaves in every direction as fast as she could, but there were too many children throwing them right back at her.  
 
   “Mercy!  Mercy!” she finally cried, throwing her hands up in defeat and collapsing onto the ground as the children covered her with more leaves. Her heart was pounding in her ears, and her body was convulsed with laughter as the children shrieked in glee at defeating their teacher. 
 
   She lay on the hard ground for a long time. It would be nice to stay here forever, she thought. But finally, she took a deep breath, pulled up to her knees, and brushed the leaves from her dress as the children giggled around her.
 
   “Okay. Okay. I think that’s enough for one day,” she said, smoothing her skirt and regaining her footing.
 
   “Awww.”
 
   “Well, maybe, if you’re good, we’ll come out and play again later.”
 
   “Yay!”
 
   “But right now everybody get their buddy. We’re going in.”
 
    
 
   “Well, I was hoping to get to interview some of the teachers today,” Andrew said, pleading with God to let her be here today.
 
   “I think that’s an excellent idea,” Jerry said with marked enthusiasm. “And I know just who you should start with.”
 
    
 
   Gabi walked into the darkened hallway beside the children. After the fresh outside air, the air in the building was suffocating. She wished again that there was enough money to at least paint the hallways something other than dull, lifeless brown. It was depressing, and not in a good way.
 
   “Gabi!” Jerry called from behind her just as the children trooped into the classroom in front of her. She turned around and stopped short in surprise. It was Jerry all right, but he wasn’t alone.  Walking right next to him was a god in a suit. Charcoal hair clipped just right, green eyes, and a three-piece suit and a smile that immediately made her face burn. Unconsciously she smoothed out her skirt wishing she could look in a mirror, and knowing even as she thought it, she hadn’t taken nearly enough time with how she looked this morning.
 
                 
 
   Andrew’s heart soared as he looked at her, the leaves and twigs still clinging to her almost straight dark hair, and in his soul he knew without asking that she was the cause of the laughter he’d heard outside. He couldn’t have stopped himself from smiling at her if he’d wanted to— which he so didn’t.
 
   “Gabi, this is Andrew Clark, the reporter from The Herald that I mentioned. Andrew, this is Gabriella Treyvillion,” Jerry said, tipping his head in introduction. However, neither of them moved as they both stood there, staring at the other.
 
   “Oh. It’s nice to meet you, Gabriella.” Andrew managed to extend his hand though it took real effort to get himself to keep thinking straight.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, too,” she said, the final word catching in her voice when her hand touched his. She seemed to shake herself a little before she smiled the most amazing, heart-stopping smile he’d ever in his life seen. The dimple in her cheek stopped his heart with one brief appearance. “And please, call me Gabi.”
 
   “Oh, okay, Gabi,” he said, holding her hand in his a moment more. He never wanted to let go. Why did he have to again? She looked at him and then glanced down at their hands still connected between them. A jerk of his thoughts, and he finally managed to pull his hand away. That didn’t stop the joy dancing in his soul as he noticed the leaves in her hair once again. Reaching over, he plucked one from the strands and held it up. “Looks like you’ve been attacked by an oak tree.” 
 
    
 
   “Oh, my…” Instantly Gabi reached up to her hair and swiped at it in utter humiliation. Her smile disintegrated as she realized how middle school she was acting. “The children and I were just playing outside. I…  didn’t have time to...” but explanations were useless at this moment because nothing was making any sense to her anymore anyway.
 
   “Gabi, Andrew tells me he’s going to do a whole series on the center,” Jerry said, and there was a lilt in his voice she hadn’t heard in a long time. “I thought he might want to interview you as a start.”
 
   “Me?” she asked. The swiping stopped, and she looked at Jerry in surprised panic. “Why me?”
 
   “Because next to me you know more about this place than anybody,” Jerry said matter-of-factly. “I thought maybe I could take your class for a little while and give the two of you a chance to talk.”
 
   “Now?” Gabi asked, her eyes widening as the air clutched her lungs.
 
   Jerry leveled his gaze at her as if to express the gravity of the situation. “Yes, now. Is that a problem?”
 
                 
 
   Andrew pleaded with God that it wouldn’t be a problem for her. If he could just spend a few minutes with her, he would never ask another thing for as long as he lived. She was fascinating, amazing, beautiful.
 
   “Well, we’re going to lunch in a few minutes,” Gabi said, glancing at him but only that. She seemed to be shrinking back or becoming angry, and he didn’t like either one.
 
   “Oh. I can take them to lunch,” Jerry said quickly.
 
   That stopped her and she verily glared at her boss. “You?”
 
   “Yes, me,” Jerry said with indignation. “I run this place — surely I can take care of a few children for one lunch.”
 
   Gabi looked at him, skeptically twining her lips, but she said nothing.
 
   “You can use my office,” Jerry continued, without pause. A long conversation passed between them, only some of which Andrew could read.
 
   “Okay,” she finally relented. “Just give me a minute to get these leaves out of my hair, and I’ll meet you there.”
 
   “Okay. Great,” Andrew said, trying to keep the breathlessness out of his voice. It didn’t work.
 
    
 
   Gabi stared at her reflection in the tiny mirror wishing desperately for make-up of any kind, but she only owned two pieces of make-up, and she reserved them only for important occasions — certainly not a normal day at the center.
 
   “This is stupid,” she berated herself harshly in the mirror. “He’s a reporter. A reporter. He’s not here to see you. He’s here to get a story. Get a grip already.”
 
   But her heart said differently, and no words were talking it out of anything.  
 
    
 
   Andrew studied the office as if his life depended on how it looked. Sad and dismal were the two best words for the place, and he wished with all of his heart he could change that. He had one shot at this, and he wanted it to go well. He turned the two extra chairs toward each other, then pulled them to the side of the room, then replaced them. There was no getting around the fact that this felt like a principal’s office — and that was definitely not the feeling he wanted to evoke at this moment. Candlelight and roses, wine and chocolate strawberries. That would have been so much better.              
 
   Suddenly she slipped in the door, and when he saw her, his heart stopped again. How could anyone be so amazing?  He fought with his mind to stay with him, but it was a battle he was losing quickly. There were no more leaves in her hair, and he kind of missed them. He smiled at her shyly, his eyes asking questions he didn’t dare say with his lips. 
 
   “Thank you for taking the time to visit with me,” he said as professionally as possible. 
 
   “Oh, you’re welcome,” she said as if she was both worried and intimidated. “I don’t know how much help I can be, but I’ll sure try.” The dimple was back, and its twin joined it.
 
                 
 
   “Oh, I’m sure you’ll do just fine,” he said, smiling at her, and Gabi’s breath caught and locked. How was she supposed to sound rational and intelligent when she couldn’t get her mind to work or the words to come out of her mouth when she looked at him? Gabi, get a grip! 
 
   “Would you like to go somewhere else?” he asked, seeming to sense her discomfort.
 
   She shrugged and glanced around the tiny office. It was less than inspiring. “I don’t care. Sure if you want.”
 
   “Maybe we could go outside or something.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   He pulled the door open and held it for her. Gabi ducked her head to step through it and led the way outside. As they walked in silence down the hall, her mind struggled with the unavoidable impression that she knew him from somewhere. They had met before, but when? Her mind couldn’t quite come up with the answer. It wasn’t like she went all that many places. Home, church and the center. That was about it. No. She was wrong. She didn’t know him, but why couldn’t she shake this feeling?
 
                 
 
   Andrew concentrated on each step down the darkened hall, willing himself to stay calm and professional. Sure, Gabriella — Gabi — made his mind mush, but he needed to get a grip. He had a job to do here, and that took precedence.  They crossed through another door and entered the warmth of the sunshine outside. It was a beautiful day — one of the few remaining before the winter came.
 
   “We can go over there to the steps,” she said like a breath on the air as she pointed across the playground.
 
   “K.” He wished he could be cool about this like Bryan would be. Bryan would have her eating strawberries and drinking wine at his place by nightfall. As it was, Andrew hoped he would be granted five minutes. 
 
   She climbed the light, baby blue painted concrete steps and sat down pulling her long dark skirt in around her knees. Adjusting his medium gray suit coat, he sat down next to her and pulled out his reporting notebook. It was time to get serious.
 
   “Before we start, I need the spelling of your name — so I get it right, you know,” he said formally, which was good. Keep it formal. Professional. To that end, he put his pen and gaze on the paper.
 
                 
 
   “Okay,” Gabi said and spelled it slowly for him, watching his hands intently. 
 
   There was no ring, she noticed in spite of her brain reminding her that this was an interview and nothing more. Besides, no ring didn’t always mean anything anyway.
 
   “Okay, Gabriella — Gabi,” he said, glancing at her and then retraining his gaze to his notebook with only a slight adjustment of his glasses. He cleared his throat. “How long have you worked here?”
 
   “Six years in January,” she said, looking around the sparse playground. It was so easy to grow wistful at the thought of the place. 
 
   She remembered the first time she’d seen it. Her first thought had been that she would make an immediate request for more equipment. That was six years ago, and not a single thing had been added since then. But she was still writing equipment requests in the hopes that something would change. It didn’t. It never would, but she adamantly refused to give up hope that it would.
 
   “So, what made you want to work here?”
 
   “A lot of things,” she said, still studying the grounds. It was far safer than looking at him. “I guess I thought I could make a difference, you know? It just seemed like this was where God wanted me to be at the time.”
 
   “And did you plan to stay here when you came, or was this a stepping stone to something else?”
 
   “You mean onto something bigger?” she asked, and he nodded. “No, not really, but I did think at the time that this place would get better…  But all it’s gotten is bigger — more kids, more parents, more problems.” Putting her elbows on her knees, she sighed the hopeless feeling back out of her spirit.
 
   His gaze drifted over to her and didn’t move. “So you know about the financial problems then?”
 
   “Yeah.” She nodded, feeling his gaze on her but not being able to return it. “I knew about them when I started here. I just didn’t know how bad things really were until a few days ago.”
 
   The pen stopped writing as if they were now just talking. “How bad are they?”
 
   Gabi wondered how much to tell him. How much had Jerry told him? How much did he already know, and how much should he know? “Pretty bad,” she finally hedged. “Let’s put it this way, I may be looking for a new job very soon.” As the tears she hadn’t let fall threatened, she pressed her lips together and ducked her head away from him. Keep it together, Gabi. He doesn’t need chapter and verse of your sob story.
 
   He wrote something down and let out a breath. “I see.  So, in your estimation how bad would it be for the community if the center had to close?”
 
   A knife sliced through her heart at that thought, and the tears became much harder to hold down.
 
   “The center and the schools are the only stable places most of these kids know. For them it would be devastating. For their parents too, I guess, but mostly for the kids.” Gabi’s gaze slowly slid out across the yellowing grass, and she shook her head and closed her eyes to the pain dredging up in her soul.
 
                 
 
   The depth of the sadness in her voice stopped Andrew cold, and he let his gaze fuse to her and hold.
 
   “It sounds like this is pretty important to you,” he said, watching at her hair blowing softly in the breeze. He wanted to reach out to it and her, gather her into his arms and keep every bad thing from getting anywhere close.
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.” Her words were soft and barely audible. “I guess I know how much of a difference a place like this makes to these kids, and it’s hard to think what will happen to them if it does close.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said with half-a-shrug, “but even with the center, how much of a chance do they really have? I mean look at what they come from.”
 
   Gabi bristled instantly, and her dark, angry eyes knifed over to him. “The kids that come through here are good kids, Mr. Clark. They don’t have fancy sports cars or big houses, but that doesn’t make them bad kids.” 
 
   “Oh. I... I didn’t mean that like it sounded,” Andrew said, catching his mistake. “I just meant… that they have so much against them already.”
 
   The anger dropped to an even more dangerous level. “Yeah, they do. And that’s why it’s important for them to have the center. It might be their only chance to get out of the life they were born into.”
 
   “So,” Andrew said, wanting to steer the conversation away from this hot button subject. “Have you taught the little ones your whole time here?”
 
   “No.” That worked as she half-smiled and then laughed. “When I started, Jerry put me with the ten year olds.” 
 
   He lifted his eyebrows in surprise. “I take it that didn’t go well?”
 
   “Oh, it went well enough, but after six months we both agreed I’d do better with the little ones. Besides I was one of the only full-timers here, and he needed someone for the all-day four-year-olds.”
 
   “Four-year-olds?” Andrew shivered at the thought. “That must be like going into war every day.”
 
   “It’s not so bad.” Gabi smiled and leaned back with a shrug. “They’re great — most of the time anyway.”
 
   Thankful that she didn’t look like she was about to shoot him anymore, Andrew nodded. “So, how many do you have?”
 
   “Oh, anywhere from 20 to 25 a day. It depends on the parents. I probably have 18 regulars who are here most every day and then about six that drop in once or twice a week.”
 
   “So, you don’t have the same ones every day?”
 
   “Well, mostly, but these parents don’t always have set work hours so you just have to go with the flow and teach who you have.”
 
   “That must be a challenge.”
 
   “It’s all a challenge,” she said, sighing as the dark cloud that was never far away crossed her face once again. “The kids, the parents, the hours...”
 
   “The hours?”
 
   She came forward, putting her elbows on her knees once again as she glanced over at him. “Yeah, most of the time I’m here by at least 6:15. I try for 6:00, but that doesn’t always happen.”
 
   “Six in the morning?” he asked in horror and dismay.
 
   “Yes, six in the morning.” When she smiled, the dimples were back. “And if I’m really lucky, I’m out of here by 7:00, but most of the time it’s 7:30 or 8:00.”
 
   “Wow. What does your family think of those hours?” he asked before he’d thought about the question. 
 
   Another bad question. She looked away again and said nothing for a long moment. “I don’t... really... have a family to worry about,” she said softly. “It’s just me.”
 
   “Oh,” was all he could say. His heart broke for the sadness pouring from her  
 
   A second and she shrugged. “I guess you could say the people here are my family,” she said so softly he barely heard her. “It’s really gonna be hard to see them go.”
 
   “So you think you’re going to have to see them go?” he asked immediately catching her meaning.
 
                 
 
   Gabi sat in silence, unable to put what was in her heart into words. It was the thought that kept creeping into her mind. The one she had desperately tried to avoid thinking about for three days. 
 
   “I think I’d really better be getting back to help Jerry,” she said, standing quickly and making sure to brush her skirt off. “He’s not exactly a natural with the little ones.”
 
   “Oh.” A surprised second and Andrew followed her up. Even with him a step down, he was still taller than her by several inches, and this close, the magnetism of him pulled her inexorably closer. Lands, she needed to get away from him before she did or said something truly humiliating. Then with a soft smile in his dark eyes, he held his hand out to her. “Thank you for your time, Gabi. I really appreciate it.”
 
   “No problem,” she said, swaying back and forth on the light breeze. She took his hand, praying she wouldn’t lose her balance with the swirling of her world. With him this close, anything was possible. A breath and she willed a smile onto her face. “I guess I’ll see you around?”
 
   His smile was beyond amazing. “Count on it.”
 
   


 
  




Chapter 5
 
    
 
   “Look at my picture, Miss T.” Ross held the crayon creation up for her inspection.
 
   “Wow, Ross.” Gabi took it from him as she bent down next to him. “Can you tell me about it?”
 
   “This is my house, and this is a tree, and this is Bongo, my dog, and this is me.”
 
   “Wow.” Gabi said as though it were a masterpiece hanging in an art gallery. “That’s amazing. You are a really good artist, you know that?”
 
   The child’s little eyes plummeted to the cracked tiles at their feet. “I made it for you.”
 
   “For me?” Gabi knelt down beside him, sensing there was more to this story. “Why?”
 
   “So, you don’t forget me,” Ross said as his eyes turned to liquid when he lifted them to hers.
 
   Worry crashed over her. “Forget you? Why would I forget you?”
 
   “Because my mom says we are leaving tomorrow.”
 
   She put her hand on his back. “Oh, really? Where’re you going?”
 
   “My gra’ma’s sick, so we have to go stay with her,” Ross said before pausing for a beat. Then he looked right at her as the tears shimmered on his lashes. “Will you forget me when I’m not here, Miss T?”
 
   “No, Ross,” she said gently, feeling the tears welling in her heart. “I won’t forget you, and do you know why?”
 
   Ross shook his head very slowly side-to-side.
 
   “Because I have this.” She held up the picture that suddenly had taken on a whole new meaning. She opened her arms out to him, and he put his arms around her neck and clung to her. Tears threatened to fall from her heart again as she held him. What kind of world was she letting him go into? He was so tiny, so fragile. All she wanted to do was hold him like this forever.
 
   “I’ll think of you every night,” Ross said as tears pooled in his eyes. “I love you, Miss T.”
 
   “I love you, too, Ross,” she said, choking back the tears. She ran her hand up and down his back as if memorizing it for when he was no longer here. 
 
   The knock on the door startled her, and she let him go and swiped her eyes before standing. She opened the door to Julie Taylor and called for Devon, who quickly retrieved his things and departed. There was a steady stream of parents after that, and suddenly Ross’s mother was there, and then they too were gone.
 
   Gabi sent up a silent prayer for Ross as she helped Leslie, the last of her charges, gather her things and depart with her mother. Then the room around her was silent. It looked like a tornado had struck — rainbow colors of paint littered the tables, and discarded forgotten pieces of paper were strewn about the tables and floor, but at that moment, all Gabi could see was the little picture lying all alone on one table. A four-year-old, his house, and his dog… drawn just for her so she wouldn’t forget.
 
   Careful not to jar the tears loose, she sat down on one of the tiny chairs next to the desk and picked up the picture. It was never difficult to love these children, it was only difficult to let them go back into their own worlds — worlds she had no control over. They came here every day, and she did her best to get to know each one of them as the special little people they were, but it wasn’t until one left that she remembered how little she actually knew about any of them, and how little control over their lives she really had.
 
   The tears came then for real, twisting across her heart in hot streams of grief, and she didn’t even try to stop them. These kids deserved better. All of them did. And somehow she felt she had let them down. She hadn’t done enough. Surely in six years there was more she could’ve done — should’ve done — to make their lives better. But now it was too late. Now…
 
   “Excuse me,” the voice said behind her, and she jumped to her feet, suddenly embarrassed by the tears streaming down her face. She wiped them away before turning to face the voice.
 
   “May I...” she said, turning and finding herself looking into those same incredible green eyes for the second time that day. Her cheeks flushed instantly, and more embarrassment flooded over her. “Oh.” She turned a half-turn and swiped desperately at the tears. “I’m sorry.” Sniffing, she shook her head. “I didn’t hear you come in.” 
 
   “Oh. I’m sorry,” Andrew said obviously seeing the tears. “Um, are you okay?”
 
   Gabi took a deep breath and sniffed the last of the tears away. The last thing she wanted was make a fool of herself in front of this guy. Not that she hadn’t already. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just been a long day,” she lied, quickly turning her attention to cleaning up the room. She picked up several papers and headed for the trash. “So, what can I help you with?”
 
   “Oh, I was just about to leave, and I thought I’d stop in and see your room. I didn’t get a chance to this afternoon.”
 
   “Oh? Well, it’s not much to look at,” Gabi said, absurdly wishing at that moment that her room looked like the playrooms at the other daycare centers, with their plastic play equipment and shiny, new toys.
 
                 
 
   “It’s nice,” Andrew said, truly admiring how she’d made what was obviously a dingy hole in the wall magical to even his eyes. “Are these the children’s paintings?” He pointed to the drawings lining the broken and brittle tack board above the chalkboard as he walked slowly down the line to admire each one.
 
   “Yeah, the kids get to display their favorite artwork here for a week or two. That way even if the drawings don’t get hung at home, they get seen somewhere.” Across the room, she stuffed paints into a can.
 
   Andrew fingered one little drawing and thought about the state of Bryan and Pam’s refrigerator. It was the one place anyone could see they had a child. “Why wouldn’t they get hung at home?” 
 
   She swiped a stack of paper off of a table and swept it over to the shelving. “Most of these parents are more worried about what’s not in the refrigerator than about what’s on it.” Her voice was not exactly kind nor patient.
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Andrew said softly as his hand dropped back to his side. “I never thought of that.”
 
                 
 
   “Yeah,” Gabi said softly, knowing it was often difficult for her to remember that. She picked up Ross’s painting again, and in one heartbeat the tears were back. It was hard to remember these kids led lives none of them would ever know about.
 
   “It seems like you have a lot of stuff most of the other classes don’t.” He was now examining the two fish swimming around in the small aquarium. 
 
   Wiping the final tables off, she shrugged. “Yeah, I guess I can afford some things the other teachers can’t.” 
 
   He turned to her. “Afford?”
 
   “Yeah, most of this stuff I either pay for myself or I beg for from people I know.” She dumped a final set of ripped paper into the trash.
 
   “The center doesn’t buy this stuff for you?” he asked, puzzled.
 
   Putting her hands on her hips to survey him, she scowled. “The center can barely pay the teachers much less get nice stuff for the kids.” She tipped her head. “But I happen to think the kids deserve nice things — or at least as nice as I can provide on $375 a week.”
 
   His gaze swung to hers, holding only incredulousness. “$375 a week? That’s all you get?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, thinking what a jerk this guy was turning out to be. He was just like all the rest of them — money and status was all they thought about. Well, there was more to life than watching money pile up in some bank account.
 
   “And yet you find the money to give back,” he said almost to himself in awe as he watched the goldfish swim back and forth in the tank. 
 
   “I get by just fine.” Defensiveness swam in her voice, and she hated that. Why was she defending herself to this jerk? “Besides I don’t need as much as some people.” 
 
   It was a dig, and she knew it, but he was getting on her nerves with his high and mighty attitude about her and her kids. What had he said earlier on the steps about them not standing much of a chance? These kids, her kids, didn’t need his kind of help. Condescending, arrogant, and patronizing — he was the personification of all of them and so much more. Why he was even here was a mystery.
 
   “I... I don’t know what to say,” he finally said, turning to face her slowly and leaning against the wall next to the tank. 
 
   “Yeah, most people don’t.” Gabi dragged in a deep breath, trying to control her rage as she stood with a handful of paint soaked towels facing him.
 
   “Oh. Here, let me help you with those,” he said, noticing and reaching for them.
 
   “I don’t need your help. I can get them.” Dodging his outreached hands, she almost made good on that statement, but his hands caught her wrists at the last possible second, and they both froze. He looked down at her and she looked up at him, fully prepared to knock him into next Tuesday if necessary. “Gabi, I’m really sorry,” he said, his voice soft, his eyes pleading for forgiveness. “I didn’t mean to insult you or your work.”
 
   “Or the kids?” she asked with a knife-point on the edge of the question.
 
   “Or the kids,” he relented. “I guess I have a lot to learn.”
 
   She dropped her gaze to the towels still in her hands as she shook her head. “We all do.”
 
   “Please? May I take those?” he asked, never taking his eyes off of her or his hands from her wrists.
 
   With a breath she buried every horrible thing she wanted to say to him, to scream at him, as if he was the cause of this horrible mess. “Sure,” she said, finally, surrendering the towels to his care. Stepping back, she put her hands on her waist though her gaze hardly came up an inch. “Put them over in that wastebasket.”
 
   “Okay.” He nodded, took the towels from her, and went to dispose of them as she had said. 
 
   Not wanting to prolong the conversation or to get into another fight, Gabi turned her attention to straightening her own desk, but she couldn’t deny that her wrists still burned from his touch. Being so near him was like being caught in a mind-altering vortex, and she was pretty sure that wasn’t a good thing.
 
   “So, aren’t you supposed to be writing your story or something?” she asked coldly, wishing she knew more about him and berating herself for that wish at the same time. She moved papers one way and then the other, having no idea what the importance of any of them was.
 
                 
 
   “Well, I got one story filed today between the times I was here,” Andrew said, coming back to the center of the room, his brief appearance at the courthouse playing through his mind. “But I thought I’d come back here before I went home.”
 
   “It’s on your way, I suppose,” she said, gathering her things and walking slowly to the door as he followed her. Why did it feel so incredibly difficult to keep himself from reaching out to her? What was this magnetism that fused him to her presence like a neodymium on iron?
 
   “Something like that,” he said, but they both knew it was a lie. It hung in the air between them as she turned off the light and locked the door. He knew she hated him or at the very least wanted to get rid of him, so he decided with nothing to lose, he would go for broke and lay out all the cards he held. “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”
 
   “Isn’t that your job?” she asked, a hint of teasing sarcasm lining the question. Their footsteps echoed in the empty hallway with an eerie, hollow sound.
 
   Andrew had to breathe down the fear that was wrapping in dark shadows across his chest. “Yeah, well, this is kind of an official, unofficial question.” This was dangerous territory, and he knew it. “And if you don’t want to answer it, you don’t have to.”
 
   “What’s your question?” Through the heavy wooden door she went, and with one push, they were out in the chilly night air. 
 
   “Well, I was actually wondering why you were crying earlier.”
 
    
 
   Of every question Gabi had prepared herself for, nothing had prepared her for that.
 
   “Oh,” she said as her heart began sobbing once again in the darkness that surrounded it. She took a deep breath and let it go slowly, willing herself to keep control. She would not cry again, not with him standing right there, judging her and her kids because he didn’t think they weren’t worth the tears. Forcing her shaking hands to stay steady, she locked the door. “I just found out one of my students is leaving, and I guess it just got to me that’s all.”
 
   “Oh, why’s he leaving?” Andrew asked, almost as if he was genuinely interested.
 
   “Sick relative so he says, but who knows,” Gabi said with an off-handed shrug, trying not to let the words find her heart. Together, they went down the steps and out to the parking lot. 
 
   He was walking slower now. Right next to her. Looking down at her in a way that made her senses stand on end, not in a threatening way, or at least not in a threatening way she wanted to name. “Do you lose a lot of kids out of the program?”
 
   “Too many.” She headed across the lot to her car.
 
   “It must be hard to let them go.”
 
   “Impossible,” she said, and the depression wafted through her voice though she really was trying to make it sound like it wasn’t killing her.
 
   “But you have to know you can’t save them all.” He said it as if it was the most practical, logical thing that had ever been said.
 
   However, practical and logical weren’t in her grasp at the moment. In one step, she spun on him, and they both stopped only feet from her beaten-down car. “Oh, yeah? Well then, tell my heart that. Look, I might not have a whole lot of choice in the matter, but I don’t have to let them go without a fight, and believe me, Mr. Clark, I intend to keep fighting.”
 
   His gaze never wavered from gentle though it was laced with some surprise. “Well, to be honest, I admire your determination.”
 
   Despite her best efforts to stop it, to not feel what it felt like to have him look at her like that, she blushed. 
 
   Then he smiled softly. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”
 
   Fighting to get back to angry and in control she glared at him. “Count on it.” And with that, she climbed into her broken down car and slammed the door. The car roared to life, and she drove off leaving him standing right where she’d left him. 
 
    
 
   Slowly, Andrew turned and walked to the little red sports car that had been so important to him only — when was that? Yesterday? Yes, it was yesterday. But now climbing into it and driving away from here, back to the safety of his own neighborhood made him feel very guilty and very, very selfish. He’d never met anyone like her, and he was pretty sure even as he drove out of the lot that he never would.
 
    
 
   Everywhere Gabi turned she saw his eyes — those green eyes that melted her to the very core. Her brain still whispered to her at odd moments that she had seen him somewhere, but where?  It wasn’t likely that their paths had crossed in any of the usual places she hung out.  And it was clear by the way he talked about the kids that he hadn’t done much “slumming” in his lifetime.
 
   “Face it, Gabi. He’s an arrogant, obnoxious jerk,” Gabi told the can of mushroom soup she held in over the pan. “He’s here for a story, and then he’ll be gone. Forget about him, and concentrate on what’s really important.”
 
    
 
   There were only a handful of people left at The Herald by nine-thirty. It was late, and most sane reporters had gone home for the night. 
 
   A thousand tiny dots covered the paper that lay in front of him — made by the unconscious tapping of his pencil as his thoughts drifted again back to her as they had repeatedly since she’d driven away. Gabi at the piano, Gabi in the park, Gabi with leaves in her hair. He smiled at that thought. He had so loved seeing her like that.
 
   “Yoo-hoo! Andrew! You in there?” Rob asked from across his desk as he crumpled a piece of paper and sailed it across, pegging Andrew squarely on the forehead.
 
   “Hey! What was that for?” Andrew asked, snapping out of his daydream though not at all happy about it.
 
   “Kersh… Earth to Andrew,” Rob said, speaking into his hands. “Come in, Andrew.”
 
   With no enthusiasm, Andrew leaned back in his chair. “Ha. Ha.” 
 
   Rob narrowed his eyes. “Okay, what’s her name?”
 
   “Who’s name?”
 
   “The girl.”
 
   “What girl?” Andrew asked as if he had no idea what Rob was talking about.
 
   “What girl? Yeah, right. I know you better than you know you, Drew, and you’ve got it bad.”
 
   “I do not,” Andrew said defensively, however, he couldn’t meet his friend’s gaze.
 
   Rob grinned. “Oh, you don’t, do you? Yeah. Then let me ask you this. Who gave away the story of his career to his arch enemy?”
 
   Anger and annoyance with himself snapped into him. “I didn’t realize we were arch enemies.”
 
   “In the newspaper business, everyone’s your arch enemy,” Rob said in a brusk matter-of-fact tone as he scrutinized his friend carefully. “And you gave this story to me on a silver platter. Why?” He narrowed his model-like eyes once again. “To go to Collins? To some ghetto center? A place so far on the wrong side of the tracks they can’t even see the tracks from where they are?”
 
   At one time that joke would’ve been funny, but somehow it seemed truly insulting to Andrew now. Gabi’s tear-streaked face flashed through his mind, and his heart wound around itself at his own arrogance and heartlessness. She didn’t deserve to be relegated to the laughing joke over the water cooler. None of them did.
 
   “A place,” Rob continued as if he thought Drew would join in at any moment, “that last week you would’ve scaled Mount Everest to avoid, and now not only are you doing a story on it, you talked Bill into letting you do a whole series on it?”
 
   “This story’s important,” Andrew said, wishing he had gone home instead of coming here.
 
   Rob’s eyebrows reached for the ceiling. “More important than taking down a district attorney?” 
 
   Andrew just sat there twirling his pencil in his fingers, thinking through the absurdity of it all. Had it been a week ago and the rolls reversed, he would absolutely be asking the same question of Rob, and the truth was, he didn’t have an answer for that one no matter how logical it sounded. 
 
   “Is that a no comment, Mr. Clark?” Rob asked, eyeing him closely. He waited for a response, and when it didn’t come, he knew. He leaned back in the chair. “So, what’s her name?”
 
   Andrew stood, annoyed more with himself than with Rob, and walked over to the coffee pot while Rob’s eyes burned holes into his back. Was he throwing away the story of a lifetime, the story that could make his career for a girl who hated his guts? He filled his coffee cup and sipped it slowly on his way back to his desk. He sat down, desperately avoiding Rob’s eyes because his friend knew too much.
 
   “You’re not going to tell me, are you?” Rob finally asked. 
 
   A few seconds and checking over his notes, Andrew started typing, hoping Rob would take the hint. 
 
   A few more, and Rob shook his head. “All right, but promise me you’ll let me meet her before you run off to Vegas and get hitched.”
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Andrew’s was the first car in the center’s parking lot the following morning. It had taken two alarm clocks and a whole pot of coffee, but he was awake, and he was here — waiting.
 
    
 
   Gabi pulled slowly into the parking lot and immediately noticed the little red sports car. It wasn’t the first time she’d dealt with pushers on the center’s grounds, but the other time Jerry had been here for back up. And right now his car was nowhere in sight. Fear wound its way through her brain as she contemplated her options. She could just drive away and wait for Jerry, or she could park close enough to the front doors to try to get into the building before they had the chance to get out.
 
   She had one foot on the brake and one on the accelerator, trying to decide what to do when the car door opened and out stepped... Andrew? Her breathing and thought-patterns slammed to a stop. What in the world was he doing here? One more good look, and she knew it was him, now striding across the lot right to her car. She rolled her eyes in disgust, shoved the car in park, and shut it off. Great. What a wonderful way to start off the morning.
 
   “Hi,” he said, greeting her brightly as she stepped out of the car dragging her stuff and her anger at him out with her.
 
   “Hello.” Formal and cold. That would be best. She slammed the door of her car and without really much of a glance at him, walked purposefully across the lot. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I thought it’d be a good idea to see what a whole day around here is like,” he said, hurrying to keep up with her. His breath made little smoke puffs in the morning air. “Research for my story, you know.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Her scowl didn’t so much as deter him as he followed her up to the doors. She tipped her head toward the lot. “And the little red number?”
 
   “My car.” He dug his hands deeper into his pockets as his gaze slipped to the hard concrete at their feet.
 
   She wondered vaguely how much that car had cost but quickly pushed the thought to the back of her mind. Who cared anyway?
 
   “So, what time will the parents get here?” Andrew asked as she got the door open, and he caught it on her pull.
 
   “Pretty soon.” With a half-glance, she checked her watch over and through her belongings. 
 
   Completely beyond belief, he followed her down the hall. “Are you always the first one here?”
 
   “No, most of the time Jerry beats me. In fact, I’m surprised he’s not here yet,” she said, opening her classroom door and wishing she could figure out how to give him the brush off, but he wasn’t going anywhere. Instead, he followed her inside like he had nowhere better to be on the whole planet.
 
   “So, do you think I could talk to your kids today?” he asked as he fingered the raggedy doll on the shelf.  
 
   “My kids?” she asked, stopping cold at her desk and looking at him with a stare that could have frozen ice.
 
   He let go of the doll and came toward her, sliding one hand into the pocket of his pants, looking every bit the handsome big city reporter. “Yeah, I thought they might be able to give me another angle on this place.”
 
   Anger sliced through her. “Oh, they’d give you an angle all right.” She glared at him as if prepared to rip out his liver if he took even one more step toward one of her kids. “But no, I don’t think you can talk to them.”
 
   His gaze slipped into puzzlement just as he got to her desk. “Why not?” 
 
   “Because they’re kids, that’s why,” she said, slamming the book in her hand to the desk in annoyed frustration. “Because they might understand what you mean when you say they don’t have a chance, because I don’t want them to worry about the center’s problems, and because I think you are an arrogant, self-centered jerk who will say the wrong thing and crush some poor kid’s spirit and then go back to your little newsroom high up on the hill and leave us to pick up the pieces.” 
 
                 
 
   The anger and passion in her voice echoed throughout the room, and Andrew’s heart fell into his shoes. So she did think he was a jerk. Worse than that, he couldn’t blame her for thinking it. “Gabi...”
 
   “Look, Andrew,” she said, gazing at him evenly. “I know that Jerry thinks your little article thing will help, but personally, I don’t think we need your mightier-than-thou attitude spread around this place. We’ve got enough problems as it is. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a class to prepare for.” 
 
   With that and only that, she started rifling through the papers on her desk, and it was clear that this conversation was over. Andrew stood in shocked silence wishing he knew what to say, but he could think of nothing. This wasn’t what he’d had in mind at all. She hated him — that much was obvious, and sticking around here was a very bad idea. He decided to cut his losses and disappear.
 
   “I’m really sorry you feel that way,” he said slowly backing toward the door. “Umm, I guess I’ll be going now.”
 
   And then, he turned on his heel, strode out, and closed the door softly behind him. 
 
    
 
   The second he was gone, Gabi put her head down and shook it slowly. She didn’t want to be mean to him, but his thoughtless comments tossed out for everyone’s benefit had to stop, and if she had to be mean to get that accomplished, then so be it. At that moment Mrs. Williams knocked on the door, and her day began.
 
    
 
   Andrew sat outside Jerry’s office until 7:30, waiting. He watched as harried parents dragged in half-awake children, dropped them off, and then hurried to work. It occurred to him that most of these parents were no different than many of the people he worked with — trying to provide the best they could for their kids and running in circles trying to make that happen.
 
   Gabi was right. This was a world he had done whatever he could to avoid until now. What had Rob said about Everest? How could he be so arrogant? While he worried about what story to work on next, these people were worried about putting food on the table and clothes on little backs. These kids didn’t need a story, they needed people who were willing to get in here and help.
 
   “Good morning, Andrew,” Jerry said, and Andrew heard the fatigue in the older man’s voice. “I didn’t expect you here so early.”
 
   “Good morning, Mr. Richardson.” Andrew stood. “I was kind of hoping we could talk.”
 
   “Sure. Come on in,” Jerry said, unlocking his door and putting his belongings down in the office. Going around the desk, he settled himself heavily in the chair and turned his full attention to Andrew. “What’s up?”
 
   Andrew carefully sat down in the dark wooden chair opposite the desk. “Well, Mr. Richardson, I really appreciate all you’ve done to help me with this story, but I’ve been thinking...”
 
   Uh-oh. Here it comes went through Jerry’s eyes, but he said nothing.
 
   “To tell you the truth, I think I might be able to learn more about this place if I maybe volunteer for the rest of the week,” Andrew said as if each word might get him taken out and beaten. This was definitely territory he had never been in before, asking for something even he himself didn’t fully understand.
 
   Jerry’s eyebrows wrinkled his forehead. “Volunteer? Here?”
 
   “I just thought it might give me a better feel for the place if I worked instead of just watched.”
 
   “And what exactly do you want to volunteer to do?”
 
   “Anything you need,” Andrew said suddenly finding strength inside himself that he didn’t even know was there.
 
   The surprise on Jerry’s face fell somewhere between disbelief and distrust. “What hours?”
 
   “Six ‘til whenever,” Andrew said, hoping his resolve could get him out of bed again that early tomorrow morning.
 
   For a long moment Jerry sat, contemplating this turn of events. “During the morning we just have the little ones, you know, until school gets out that is. Then the older kids come. Do you play basketball?”
 
   “I have,” Andrew said slowly.
 
   Jerry nodded. “Well, I could set you up to play with some of the boys in the afternoon. We don’t have many men who volunteer, so I think that’d be good for the kids.” He nodded some more. “As far as the mornings go, all we have is the little ones.” His gaze became skeptical and challenging. “How are you with babies?”
 
   “Babies?” Andrew shifted with his elbows on the chair. “Uh…?”
 
   “That’s our most urgent need right now, but if you don’t feel comfortable with that...”
 
   “Oh, no. Uh, that’d be fine.” What parallel universe had he fallen into?
 
   “Great. So, when can you start?”
 
   “Well, I think I should probably go home and change right now,” Andrew said, looking down at his suit and tie, “but as soon as I get back, I’ll be ready.”
 
   “Great. Come see me when you get here, and I’ll get you set up.”
 
    
 
   The kids were playing duck-duck-goose on the browning grass as Gabi watched them, wondering how many more times she would get to witness this scene. After her outburst this morning, she was sure she’d blown every chance the center had of staying open. Why did he have to be so aggravating?  He should’ve gotten his story and been done with it. What was he trying to prove doing a six-part story anyway? That he cared? What a joke.
 
   Andrew Clark cared about one thing and one thing only — himself, and she hated him for that.
 
    
 
   Never in his life had Andrew heard such screaming. The wails seemed to emanate from the very walls. His fellow workers were doing their best to calm the babies, but the more one screamed, the more they all screamed. It was becoming clear that separating them was the only way to get them to stop.
 
   “Why don’t I take a couple of them down the hall?” he finally asked in frustration. “I can push them in this stroller. At least that’ll get two of them calmed down.”
 
   Haley, the lead babysitter, was at wit’s end and quickly agreed.
 
   “Why don’t you take Eric here and Charissa?” she asked quickly, handing Eric to him and pointing out one of the little black children screaming from a crib.
 
   “Got it.” Andrew held Eric and struggled to get the rickety stroller to cooperate. It looked like it needed some major maintenance, but he had no time to worry about that now. He placed the two little ones in the stroller and headed for the door.
 
   As soon as the door closed behind him, he literally thanked God that it shut off most of the noise. His nerves were shot. However, Charissa was still crying her little eyes out in the stroller.
 
   “Hey, there,” Andrew said, squatting down in front of it to see the two babies. “Whoa. It’s okay, we’re just gonna go for a little walk down the hall. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”
 
   Charissa eyed him warily and stuck her fist in her mouth as she choked back the tears. Sensing he had the upper-hand in the situation, Andrew quickly went around the stroller and started pushing it. Even the sobs began to subside, and his head was finally left in peace. He hummed to himself as he walked slowly to the main lobby. He could almost hear the piano music again though the only sound was his own footsteps.
 
    
 
   The situation was heating up at the courthouse across town. The DA had been indefinitely suspended, and the authorities had begun their investigation. At noon, the police chief and federal agents made a statement to the press regarding the progress of the investigation, but the reporter who’d risked his life to break the original story was not among the throng gathered at the courthouse steps.
 
    
 
   Even the griminess of the large windows couldn’t dim the sunshine pouring in from outside them. In the lobby, Andrew gently lifted Charissa out of the stroller being very careful not to disturb Eric who had miraculously fallen asleep during their ambling walk around the building.
 
   “Hey, little one, how are you?” He cradled her tiny body next to his chest, and she cooed and looked up at him with wide dark eyes. “Yeah, I think you had enough of that room, too. That’s what I think. Don’t worry though. Everything’s all right now, you’re with me, and there won’t be any screaming here.” He swiped his hand through the dusty rays coming in from the window beyond. “See the pretty sunshine. It’s warm, isn’t it? Yeah. It feels good, so good.”
 
   They sat then enjoying the beauty of the sunshine while Andrew ticked off the things that needed fixed around them. The windows needed washed really badly, and the curtains were rags. The couch he was sitting on was just springs on a platform, and the whole room could use a good coat of paint.
 
   But somehow with Eric sleeping beside him, and Charissa curled up in his arms, none of that really mattered at the moment, so he turned off his critical eye, and for the first time in a very, very long time, he simply relaxed and enjoyed being alive.
 
    
 
   It was a constant battle to keep the cloying depression from taking up residence in her heart. Gabi did everything she could think of, but the second her mind wasn’t occupied with something else, it slid back to Andrew, then to the doomed article, then inexorably to the doomed existence of the center. Jerry was going to kill her when he found out, but she hadn’t seen him all day. And to be truthful she had avoided any chance encounter with him like the plague.
 
   However, there was no denying he would be furious when he found out, but there was nothing she could do about that now. If only Andrew had been the nice guy she had thought him to be that first day in the hallway. She sighed at that. He wasn’t. That guy was a figment of her overactive imagination, and that was all there would ever be to it.
 
   “Miss T, I can’t make no good s’s,” Shaniquille Taylor whined as she worked over her paper.
 
   “Shaniquille,” Gabi said, smiling, “say I can’t make good s’s.”
 
   “I can’t make no...”
 
   “I can’t make good s’s.”
 
   “I can’t make good s’s,” the little girl whined. The grammar had gotten better. The issue had not.
 
   “Okay.” Gabi knelt down beside the tiny table. “I’ll help you. Let’s do it together. See, you start here.”
 
                 
 
   Andrew couldn’t keep himself from peeking into her window on his way back to the nursery. Just a glimpse of her was all he wanted. His smile came of its own free will when he saw her, arms around a child, teaching. That was Gabi, he thought, and his heart longed for her in a way he really couldn’t even explain. She was beautiful on the outside, there was no question about that, but she was even more beautiful on the inside, and these children loved her.
 
   One of the children in his stroller whimpered, and the spell was broken. He’d better get these two back before someone thought he’d gotten off with them. Even as he walked down the hall, the image of her never wavered from his heart. He could’ve stood there and watched her forever.
 
    
 
   It occurred to Andrew shortly after four that he had never seen so many kids in one place before. They were everywhere — talking and laughing. It was intimidating in a way he hadn’t expected it would be.
 
   “Come on. I’ll introduce you to the guys,” Jerry said as they made their way through the crowded hallway, “then you can take it from there.”
 
   “You’re going to leave me alone with them?” Andrew asked in instant panic.
 
   Jerry chuckled. “You’ll be fine. If you need anything, I’ll be in my office. And, if you want, I can come down after a while and check on you.”
 
   “That might be a good idea,” Andrew said, suddenly questioning the wisdom of this decision. What was he thinking offering to volunteer with these kids? They made their way down to the gym, and he wondered briefly how many of these kids actually played basketball, but he was not at all prepared for the sight in that gym.
 
   Sweaty bodies covered the entire expanse of floor — crowded around the three net-less goals, yelling and shouting. It took only one look for him to completely regret offering to do this. If he could have run, he would have. Unfortunately, Jerry never gave him the chance.
 
   “I don’t know about this,” he said, panic-stricken as he surveyed the scene.
 
   “You’ll do fine. I’ll introduce you to Becky Jones. She’s the head volunteer in here,” Jerry said, indicating a rotund woman sitting in the middle of the stands. “Becky, hi.”
 
   “Hey, Jerry.” Becky pulled her frame off of the stands with effort and extended her hand first to Jerry and then to Andrew.
 
   “Becky, I’d like you to meet Andrew Clark. He’s going to be volunteering in here for the week,” Jerry said as the two of them shook hands.
 
   “Glad to have you aboard,” Becky said, smiling. 
 
   “Just show him the ropes. I’m sure he can handle it.” Jerry smiled at both of them. “I gotta go now.”
 
   “Bye, Jerry,” Becky said and then turned her attention to Andrew. “So, is this your first time volunteering?”
 
   “Yeah.” Andrew wished the floor would be merciful and swallow him up right now.
 
   “Well, why don’t I introduce you around and maybe you can get into one of these games?”
 
   “All right,” he said, knowing there was no escape now.
 
    
 
   This time of day was always the craziest in Gabi’s classroom. The kids were restless, she was restless, and going outside was out of the question.
 
   “You guys are getting too noisy,” she said for the umpteenth time. “You need to quiet down a little.”
 
   “Miss T, Bobby’s pushing me!” a little girl cried from the center of the room.
 
   “Bobby, no pushing,” Gabi said. “You know the rules.”
 
   “Miss T, I want the barn, but Leslie won’t let me play with it… Miss T, when is my mama gonna be here? ... Miss T, I need to go to the bathroom ... Miss T,… Miss T,... Miss T...”
 
    
 
   “Foul!” Andrew called over the noise of the gym. “You there in the cap. What’s your name?”              
 
   “Me?” a young black man asked innocently, obviously not planning on volunteering the information in the near future, or ever.
 
   “Yes, you,” Andrew said with far more authority than he felt, but he quickly realized this was going nowhere. So he turned his attention to the second young man involved in the altercation. “Here, what’s your name?”
 
   “James,” the second young man said.
 
   “Great. Here you go, James, you get a free shot.” Andrew flipped him the ball. James took the shot but missed. His rival immediately grabbed the ball, took it back, turned and sank a perfect jump shot.
 
   “Don’t mess with the man,” the boy taunted, “and I’m the man, James. You hear that? I am the man!”
 
   Andrew could see the steam coming out of James’ ears, and he was becoming increasingly concerned over this exchange.
 
   “Next sub,” he called quickly, and the next young man walked onto the court. “I think you need to take — what’s your name, Son?”
 
   The first young man looked at him with derision and pure spite as he raised his eyebrows. “Son? I ain’t your son.”
 
   “What’s your name?” Andrew asked again, this time taking a step forward so he towered over the kid.
 
   “Irvin,” the kid finally mumbled at his shoes, but Andrew caught it just the same.
 
   “I want you to take Irvin’s place,” he said to the boy who’d walked onto the court. The other ten boys on the court stopped dead, and Andrew knew something bad was coming.
 
   “You’re taking me out of the game?” Irvin asked in utter disbelief.
 
   “That’s what I said.” Andrew held the ball and pointed from the kid to the bench. “Now take your seat, so we can finish the game.” 
 
   “And what if I don’t want to sit down?” Irvin asked, his dark eyes falling three levels into pure hatred.
 
   “Then we all just stand here for the rest of the evening staring at each other,” Andrew said, never flinching so much as a muscle. Suddenly he felt like Bryan cross-examining a dangerous witness.
 
   Irvin didn’t move. In fact nothing moved. They all stood there staring at the two men staring at each other across the court.
 
   “It’s your choice, Irvin,” Andrew said, his voice calm even though his insides were jerking every direction. “You can ruin it for everyone, or take your turn like everyone else.”
 
   “Come on, Irvin,” someone said softly.
 
   “Yeah, man, we wanna play.”
 
   Slowly Irvin turned away and sat down heavily on the bench — wounded and beaten for now, but he never took his eyes off Andrew after that. He’d get even.
 
    
 
   It always amazed Gabi how quickly the students disappeared. One minute they were playing, the next they were gone, and she was alone again. It was already 6:30, and only two students remained.
 
   “How about we clean this up?” she asked with as much cheer as she could manage. “Jake, you pick up the toys, and Bobby, you wash off the tables with this rag.”
 
   “Okay, Miss T.”
 
    
 
   They were down to only nine players and Andrew.
 
   “Mr. Clark, why don’t you play with us?” one of the boys suggested.
 
   “I don’t know.” Andrew looked at them skeptically. “You want me to play?”
 
   “I think he’s chicken,” Irvin said just loud enough for everyone else to hear.
 
   “Okay.” Andrew’d never been one to ignore a challenge. “Let’s do this.”
 
    
 
   All of the students were gone now, and miraculously the room was clean. Gabi straightened her papers and prayed to anyone listening that she could get out of the building without Jerry seeing her. She exited the classroom with no noise at all and locked the door. Yes, she could make her escape in the empty hallway.
 
    
 
   “So, you’re down by two points against your arch enemy, Irvin,” Andrew said, eyeing his lone opponent as he crouched in defense watching Irvin bounce the ball. “What now?”
 
   “Now?” Irvin’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Now, I kick your sorry...”
 
   “Irvin Michael Thompson!” the voice came from behind them, and they both froze. “How many times do I have to remind you that kind of language is not acceptable here?” And just like that Gabi came striding onto the court, the heels of her boots click-click-clicking on the hardwoods. “Huh? Answer me!”
 
   “Sorry, Miss T.” Irvin picked up the dribble, his shoulders sagging even before he turned to face her.
 
   “Well, I think you should be sorry, Mr. Thompson. Now, I want you to apologize to Mr. Clark here,” she continued, with the barest of glances at Andrew that he could hardly read.
 
   Irvin looked like he’d just eaten a rotten lemon as he turned back to Andrew. “I’m sorry, man.”
 
   “Hey. No big deal,” Andrew said, straightening and wondering what on earth was happening. It was like in that breath Irvin had become someone completely different. “We were just playing the game, Gabi.”
 
   She wound her arms in front of her and glared right at him. “If you slide into the gutter for a basketball game, you will for other things, too. Right, Irvin?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” Irvin said with the ball tucked at his side, never taking his eyes off his shoes. “I’m sorry, Miss T. I wasn’t thinking.”
 
   “You’re forgiven, this time, but don’t let it happen again,” she warned.
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   There was a moment of silence.
 
   “So, how late were you two planning on staying anyway?” she asked to neither one in particular.
 
   “Oh, we were just finishing up,” Andrew said, quickly. “Tell you what, Irvin, next shot wins. What do you say?”
 
   “Okay,” Irvin said, still holding the ball. 
 
   Then he put it on the floor in a dribble, and Andrew went back into defense. Irvin was good at this game, and the possibility that Andrew could lose was a strong one.
 
   Irvin faked right then spiraled left around Andrew, laying in a perfect shot.
 
   “I win!” Irvin said, his hands in the air, a taunt poised on his lips, but he caught himself just in time. “Good game, Mr. Clark.” He put out his hand which Andrew shook in barely disguised shock.
 
   He managed a smile at the kid. “You’re going to have to show me that move sometime, Irvin. That was pretty good.”
 
   “Anytime,” Irvin said, the ice around his tone melting just a touch. Then he lifted his chin at her. “Hey, Miss T, what’re you doing here so late?”
 
   “Waiting for the two of you to go home so I can lock up,” she said, shaking her head and scowling in mock annoyance at them. At least Andrew hoped it was mock. With her, it could well not be. “And I think it’s time for you to be home, Irvin. Don’t you have homework?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am. A little.” 
 
   “So, how’s school going anyway?” she asked as she snapped off the gym lights, and the three of them headed outside.
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   “Just okay? I’ve noticed you haven’t been around for help. Is that a good sign or a bad one?” she asked, her tone teasing and yet with an undercurrent of seriousness.
 
   “Well, actually I’ve got this English assignment I was thinking about coming by to talk to you about.”
 
   At the door, she nodded. “How’s tomorrow?”
 
   “Tomorrow? That’d be great, Miss T,” he said, his voice turning happy and much lighter than it had been all afternoon. “I’d appreciate that.”
 
   “Great. Come by about 6:30, and we’ll look at it.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll be there,” he said as she locked the door.
 
   At the concrete sidewalk she stopped and looked at Irvin with grave concern. “Will you be able to make it home okay?” 
 
   Andrew hadn’t realized until then just how dark it had gotten.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” Irvin said with a shrug. “You know me.”
 
   “Yes, I do, Irvin,” she said, and it was clear her caring for him was no act. “6:30. Don’t be late.”
 
   “I won’t. See you guys,” he said and waved.
 
   “Yeah. See ya, Irvin,” Andrew, who had been watching and listening in fascination ever since she’d entered the gym, said. It was like she had some sort of spell over Irvin. He wasn’t even the same kid he was just a few hours before, and Andrew was dying to know why. 
 
   Irvin trotted away into the darkness, and they were left alone, standing on the sidewalk next to the parking lot that had only two cars left.
 
   “Nice outfit,” she said harshly as she did a once-over down his clothes before walking away from him. Andrew looked down at his sweats and wished desperately for his suit, but it was too late for that now.
 
   “Yeah, it’s kind of hard to play basketball in a three-piece,” he said, shadowing her through the parking lot.
 
   Three more steps and she turned on him in frustration. “Andrew, what’re you doing?”
 
   He stopped, nearly tripping over his heart when he did so. “Doing?”
 
   “Yeah. You’re here — again, following me to my car — again. What’s that about?”
 
   His eyes widened. He hadn’t realized he would be called out for trying to help. “Oh, I... uh... Well, I thought it would be nice to escort you to your car, that’s all.”
 
   Her scowl backed him up an inch. “I can take care of myself.”
 
   Truthfully, at that moment he had absolutely no doubt of that fact. “I just thought it would be a good thing to do.” This was spiraling away from him, and he couldn’t figure out how that kept happening with her. 
 
   “Well, don’t bother. I’m fine.” She turned and walked across the lot to her car. 
 
   Andrew stood there for a second, unsure of what to do next, but his feet made the decision for his brain, and he jogged quickly to catch up with her. “Gabi, please…”
 
   She ignored him and kept walking. 
 
   But his strides were long, and he was determined. “Please, can we talk?”
 
   “We have nothing to talk about,” she said, unlocking her car door.
 
   “I think we do.” Reaching out, he put his hand on her arm. 
 
    
 
   The touch of his hand on her sent illogical flames up her arm and right into her heart. Suddenly she couldn’t breathe.
 
   “Andrew, please,” she said, desperate to break the hold he had over her. “I need to get home.”
 
   “Gabi, please, just give me a few minutes,” he pleaded, never releasing her arm. “Please. I just want to talk to you, that’s all.”
 
   Gabi couldn’t get her brain to work coherently, and her heart was worse.
 
   “Please,” he repeated quietly. “We could go get a quick cup of coffee — and just talk.” 
 
   She tried to take a breath, but it didn’t work. What was he doing? And why was she reacting to him like this? She was supposed to be angry with him she told her body fiercely as the fire continued to burn through her protests and right into her heart. 
 
   “All right,” she finally relented. “But one cup of coffee, and that’s it. Then you leave me alone. Agreed?”
 
   “Okay.” He released her then, but he never moved.
 
   “I’ll meet you at Nona’s Café on 5th,” she said, opening her door without so much as glancing at him.
 
   “K. I’ll follow you.” 
 
    
 
   In a matter of minutes they were seated across from one another in a quiet booth in Nona’s Café staring at cups of coffee and wondering where to begin.
 
   “So, talk,” Gabi finally said with a snip to each word. “What’s so important?”
 
   “Well, I guess I just wanted to apologize for what I said the other day. It was totally off-base, and I’m sorry,” Andrew said, choosing his words with great care.
 
   “Yes, it was.” Crossing her arms, she lifted her eyebrows. “I don’t take kindly to people who run down my kids.”
 
   “I understand that, and I appreciate that as well,” he said, thinking she resembled a mother bear protecting her cubs. “But I also wanted to let you know that I’ve decided to volunteer and get to know the kids a little better myself.”
 
   “Volunteer?” she asked, barely concealing the sneer. “So, is that what you were doing with Irvin tonight?”
 
   “Yeah.” He let out a breath. “Well, that’s what I was trying to do with Irvin tonight although I really don’t think I made a whole lot of headway on that front.” Andrew wrinkled his nose. “That’s one tough kid.”
 
                 
 
   “It’s an act,” Gabi said, recalling with no trouble the times she’d held Irvin while he cried in her arms. Her heart broke for him when she thought about it, but rather than give Andrew a sense that any of this was getting to her, she shifted and tipped her head as if in challenge.
 
   “He’s a good actor then,” Andrew said, and he actually sounded serious. His gaze slipped up to hers and there was a quiet boyishness to it. “But you seem to be able to handle him all right.”
 
   That dragged her eyes and hands down to her coffee cup. “Irvin and I go way back. He was one of the kids in my first class, and believe me, he gave me a run for my money.”
 
   “I can imagine.” Andrew sat back, his gaze more on his own cup than on her. However, it was when his eyes came up that she had hard time holding on to her own tough-girl act. “But it looks like you got through to him.”
 
   She shook her head and sighed. “I try, but there’s so much bad stuff in his life, it’s hard for the good stuff to get through, you know? It’s like beating your head against a brick wall that just gets stronger and thicker every day.”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s easy for you,” he said, his words so soft they practically vanished on the air between them.
 
   Frustration twined through her. “It’s not easy for anyone. Those kids need more love and time than any one person could ever give them. I try, but most of the time it’s not enough.” Thoughts of the kids began to drown out the need to keep up her guard. So many kids had come through her life in the last six years, and where were they now? Where they really any better off than before she knew them? She doubted it.
 
   “But Irvin… he respects you,” Andrew said. “That has to count for something, right?”
 
   With a shrug, she grimaced. “I guess, but all I see’s how easy it is for him to slip back into his homeboy act. I wish there was a way to show him what’s really out there in the world — beyond Collins. But all he’s ever seen is here — and what they show him on TV — nothing real.” Hopelessness rang in her voice. She heard it but could do nothing about it. “Nothing positive to give him any hope.” 
 
   “But I think he sees some of that in you — hope, real. I can’t explain it, but in two seconds when you walked into that gym, Irvin became a completely different person.”
 
   “No.” Her lips turned upward as she shook her head. “I think that’s who he really is, but he has to put on this show for everyone else’s benefit. I just don’t let him get away with it.”
 
   His eyes felt like they were digging right into her spirit and being. “The kids are lucky to have you.”
 
   The dichotomy of how much she wanted to do for them versus how pathetically little she was able to do for them hit her. “Yeah, real lucky.” Her snort was filled with sarcasm and derision.
 
   He tilted his head as if not understanding. “No, I mean it. You give them hope. You give them a sense of the possibilities that are out there for them. I see it every time you’re with them.”
 
   However, the hopelessness that surrounded them started closing in on her as well. “But they need so much more — so much I can’t give them.”
 
   “If what they need is love and time, then I don’t think they could find a better person for the job.” 
 
   He didn’t take his eyes off of her, but she couldn’t meet his gaze. She studied her coffee while her heart did flip-flops around that look. Why was he being so nice to her all of a sudden? This wasn’t him. He was the arrogant jerk who had said the kids didn’t stand a chance, and she needed to remember that and not get sucked in to whatever this was.
 
   “So, is that what you came here to tell me?” she asked, trying her best to stay mad at him as she tossed her hair back over her shoulder to look at him. There were times it wasn’t hard to remember the arrogant him. This was not one of those times.
 
   “I guess,” he said slowly, looking down at the table. “That and I’d really like to call a truce.”
 
   When his gaze came up, it held such apology, such vulnerability, it swept her breath away from her.
 
   “A truce?” She could hardly get the simple words out of her heart.
 
   “Look, I know some of the stuff I said was really dumb, and I also know I have a lot to learn. But I’d… really like the chance to start over with you. If you don’t want to, I’ll understand, but it would really mean a lot to me if we could.”
 
   He looked so utterly beaten down, how could she say no and kick him again?
 
   “Okay,” she finally breathed, hoping upon hope in her heart she was doing the right thing.
 
   One trace of hope sparked in his eyes when he looked at her. “What?”
 
   A tight, wary smile and she nodded. “Okay. I accept your truce.”
 
   


 
  




Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Andrew’s car was there when Gabi pulled into the parking lot the next morning, and she smiled to herself and shook her head. He was standing by her car door even before she turned off the motor, and wrapped up in that gray parka and jeans, he was even more gorgeous than he was in his suits. That was not a good thing for her heart’s sanity, which had started reminding her that he would only be here through the end of the week. This was not forever, and she needed to remember that. But honestly, as she got out of the car, remembering that and holding onto it was more challenging than she had ever imagined.
 
   “Good morning,” he said, shifting from one foot to the other in a vain attempt to keep warm in the chilly morning air. 
 
   “Morning.” Amused more than she could say, she turned and dragged some things out of her car. “So are you planning to make this a habit or what?”
 
   “I may have to — at least until they give me a set of keys.”
 
   Spinning to talk to him over her shoulder, she laughed. “You get here any earlier, and you might as well sleep here.” 
 
   “Actually, I was just thinking the same thing,” he said, shoving his hands deeper into his pockets as he followed her to the front door. “Man, it’s cold out here.”
 
   “Wait ‘til you get inside,” she said. “You don’t know what cold is.”
 
   “No heat?”
 
   “Not most of the time.”
 
   “That can’t be good for the babies.” 
 
   She unlocked the door and picked up her things. “It’s not good for any of them, but that’s the way things are.”
 
                 
 
   All night the previous night Andrew had been up working on a plan, and obviously getting heat would be at the top of the growing list he had already begun.
 
   “So, what’re you going to do today?” Gabi asked as she opened the door.
 
   He shrugged and caught the door to hold it open for her. “I guess work in the baby room again.”
 
   She nearly tripped when her gaze snapped over to him in the darkened hallway. “Again?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s where I was yesterday,” he said, and then he noticed her smirk. “Don’t laugh. I think I was actually pretty good at it.”
 
   One eyebrow went up and her face fell into skepticism. “Oh, really?” 
 
   “Yes, really.” He stopped at her door for her to unlock it as well. “In fact, I was thinking. Do you have any glass cleaner?”
 
   “Glass cleaner?” she asked in real puzzlement as he followed her into her classroom. “What for?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said, shrugging and trying to pretend that it was no big deal. “Charissa and Eric seemed to like the sunshine out in the lobby yesterday, so I was thinking if I cleaned some of those windows, we might be able to bring several of them out there today.”
 
   She lowered her gaze at him as the skepticism grew. “You’re going to clean the windows?” 
 
   That brought out his defensiveness. What did she think — he couldn’t even clean a window? “Yes, I’m going to clean the windows. It can’t be that hard.”
 
   At her desk, she sorted through some paperwork. “And when are you planning on doing this?”
 
   “Well, I was hoping I could do it right now before most of the kids show up and I have to go to work in the nursery.” Annoyance went through him, and he let it spill right onto his face as he crossed his arms. “So, do you have any or what?”
 
   “Well.” Her gaze came up, and she studied him carefully. “I do have some.”
 
   “Great!” he said, feeling the breakthrough in her attitude.
 
   However, her eyes narrowed further as she continued to stare at him. “But it’s gonna cost you.”
 
   That didn’t sound good, and his eyes widened in concern. “Cost me? What does that mean?”
 
   “You see this hole over here in this window.” Leaving her desk, she walked over to the bank of windows in that dress that made her look like a willow tree blowing gently in the wind. “I’ve had duct tape on this thing for six months now. Do you think you could see about replacing it?”
 
   Uncoiling now that he knew it was something he could do, he nodded four times. “No problem. I’ll be here as soon as the guys leave tonight.”
 
   “Then, I guess I’ll let you borrow this.” She pulled a plastic box off of a high shelf and brought it over to him. “Just promise me you’ll bring it back.”
 
   His smile spread ear to ear. “Scout’s honor.”
 
    
 
   “Wow. I’m impressed,” Ms. Boyd said when she came through the door with her daughter Megan in tow at nearly eight.
 
   “Impressed?” Gabi asked, helping Megan off with her coat. “Why?”
 
   Mrs. Boyd danced her shoulders and her eyes. “Who’s the new maintenance guy?”
 
   “Maintenance guy?” Gabi stood with the jacket, looking at her puzzled. “What do you mean?”
 
   “The one cleaning the windows out front.” She smiled and ducked so it was just the two of them in on the conversation. “I wonder if he’d come clean my windows.”
 
   In one heartbeat, Gabi blushed at the implication. “He’s a volunteer.” She took the coat and put it with the rest of them, hoping that would end the conversation.
 
   “We need more of those around here,” Ms. Boyd said, smirking, and Gabi blushed again despite her best efforts not to. What was her problem anyway?
 
    
 
   Andrew made a point of saying hello to each and every parent who came through the doors. Some of them looked at him like he was insane, a few even hurried past pretending not to see him, but most of them were pleasant and said hello. Truth be told, he was enjoying himself immensely. 
 
   When Jerry came through the doors, Andrew couldn’t help himself.
 
   “Good morning, Mr. Richardson,” he called from atop his perch on the ladder he’d found in the storage closet.
 
   Jerry jumped and almost dropped the files he was carrying. “Andrew! What in the world are you doing up there?”
 
   Andrew swiped the squeegee with the paper towel. “What does it look like? I’m cleaning the windows.”
 
   “The windows?”
 
   “Yeah, I noticed yesterday they were getting kind of dirty.” Descending the ladder, Andrew came abreast of Jerry. “So, ta-da!” 
 
   Jerry looked at the windows and then at Andrew in disbelief. “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “I know, but it’s fun.” He collected the ladder and cleaning supplies to take them back to the storage closet. “Oh, by the way, there’s a window in the four-year-old room that needs replaced. How would I go about doing that?”
 
   “Gabi’s room?”
 
   “Yeah. There’s a big hole in one of the windows, and with it getting colder outside, she needs it replaced.” Supplies in hand, Andrew followed Jerry down the hall not at all thinking this was odd or out-of-the-realm-of-how-reality-should-be.
 
   “Well, Andrew.” Jerry unlocked his office and entered before he finished. “I’m not sure we have the money to begin replacing all of our windows right now.”
 
   “Oh.” Andrew stopped at the door and leaned on the ladder, only slightly deterred. “Well, can you tell me where I might get a replacement?”
 
   Annoyance split across Jerry’s face. “And who’s going to pay for this replacement?” 
 
   “I will,” Andrew said with a shrug.
 
   Jerry’s face fell into a scowl. “You?”
 
   “Well, yeah.” He shook his head as if it all made perfect sense. “It needs replaced, and surely it can’t cost that much. Besides we made a deal.” Bouncing his eyebrows, he picked up the ladder and smiled.
 
   “We?”
 
   “Yeah, Gabi and me. She let me borrow her cleaning supplies, and I replace her window.”
 
                 
 
   This was all getting a little too weird for Jerry. Andrew was supposed to be here to write a story, and suddenly he was cleaning and replacing windows, volunteering, and making deals with the teachers? When did that happen?
 
   “Mayfield Windows on Madison is where we’ve gotten the ones before. Call Jim. He should be able to set you up,” Jerry said, surrendering because fighting it seemed like it would take far too much energy.
 
   “Great.” Andrew nodded as he headed out the door. Then he stopped and came back. “Oh, by the way, where would I find a Phillips screwdriver? The stroller in the nursery really needs fixed.”
 
    
 
   The kids were strewn about the floor napping when Gabi heard the knock on her door. Very rarely were they disturbed during the day, and so she was immediately puzzled. However, as soon as she saw the door, she knew who it was. He waved to her through the window and smiled as she approached. Disarming and charming. She shook her head as the two words went through her, attaching themselves to the sight of him and not letting go.
 
   “Hi,” he whispered so as not to disturb the children when she opened the door. “How’s it going?”
 
   “Fine?” She was one second from asking him what he was doing here when he nodded.
 
   “Yeah. I was just wondering when music time is exactly,” he whispered.
 
   That yanked more puzzlement out. “Music time?”
 
   “Yeah, you know when you take the kids out to the lobby with the piano. I was thinking I might bring some of the babies over for it.”
 
   Her eyes widened. “The babies? What?”
 
   “Yeah, I thought they might enjoy it,” he said, totally oblivious to her bewilderment.
 
   “Oh, uh, well.” She reached up and scratched the back of her head. “We usually go about two, but…”
 
   “Great. Oh, and don’t worry, I’ll keep the little ones quiet,” he said quickly, “gotta go.”
 
   “Uh. Okay?” She stood in the hallway watching him walk away in the nice jeans and green knit sweater. How did he know about music time anyway? And why was he suddenly acting like Mary Poppins?
 
    
 
   Just before two, Andrew loaded Eric and Charissa, who had become his charges, into the now-working stroller, and then he put Marcus into a carrier on his back and bid the other teachers farewell for his afternoon stroll. He couldn’t wait to hear her play again for real. He had heard that music every moment since he’d heard her play the first time, but this was different. This was the real thing.
 
   In the lobby, he pushed the stroller over to the window. The sun was shining through it, and he couldn’t remember it ever shining as brightly as it seemed to be today.  He pulled one of the chairs out of the way and spread the blanket he’d swiped from one of the empty cribs across the floor.
 
   “Come here, Little Charissa. Look at the pretty sunshine we have for you today,” he said, laying her gently on the blanket. Then he took Eric out and put him on the blanket, too. Twisting, he got Marcus out of the carrier gently and sat him on his lap.  
 
   It was then that he heard the footsteps of little, tiny feet on the hallway floor, and his heart fluttered. Gabi was coming, and for one moment in time, he could pretend that she was coming to play only for him.
 
    
 
   It took her one tiny fraction of a second to spot him when she entered the large room, and her breath caught in her throat when her gaze met those green eyes. She held his gaze for a moment, smiled because she couldn’t help it, and then looked away — afraid of letting him see the feelings spiraling through her at the moment. Why could one look do this to her? Yes, he was gorgeous, but he would also be gone in a couple days, not to even mention that he was completely unattainable if she was even looking, which she wasn’t.
 
   “Okay, everyone take a seat,” Gabi said, trying to control her voice and the racing of her heart. She was desperate to keep herself acting normally even if that was the last thing she was feeling at the moment. “How about we start with something simple? Umm, Old McDonald?”
 
   “Yeah,” the children chorused, and across the room Andrew smiled.
 
    
 
   An hour later Gabi decided it was time to go. She wished they could stay like this forever, but very soon the older kids would flood the hallways, and getting back to her room then would be next to impossible.
 
   “It’s time to go,” she said at the final note of the third time through Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.
 
   “One more,” her kids cried.
 
   “One of yours,” Andrew said, from across the room, just loud enough for her to hear. 
 
   Gabi looked over at him in surprise, and suddenly the children around them disappeared. She smiled at him shyly and then turned to the keys in front of her. She took a deep breath to calm her racing pulse and laid her fingers lightly on the keys.
 
    
 
   When the music started, Andrew was immediately taken in. Even the children were mesmerized by it. Charissa sat curled in his lap and even the two boys playing at his feet on the floor at up to listen. In fact, while the music played, it was like the whole world stood still just to listen.
 
    
 
   Her fingers didn’t miss a single note as they glided softly over the keys. Music had been her one escape since she was very young, and even now it did not let her go. She melted into the music, became one with it as she let everything else wash away from her.
 
   When she came finally to the end of the piece, she sat with her eyes closed, feeling the music still pulsing through her spirit. This was who she was, down deep in the deepest part of herself, she was the music.
 
    
 
   None of the children moved at the end of the performance until Gabi sat up straight and smiled at them. Andrew was the first to get his mind working again, and he smiled and put his hands together in applause. The children quickly followed in his gesture of appreciation. Gabi smiled at them, and then her gaze met his over the expanse and the crowd of little heads. The moment froze between them as the ice surrounding her heart began to melt for this gentle, kind, amazing man.
 
   “Okay,” she finally managed to say, “it’s time to go. Everybody get a buddy.”
 
                 
 
   The children jumped to their feet, and in no time they were paired up and ready for the journey back to the room. Andrew waited only a brief moment before realizing how little time he had to get the babies back. He wished with every part of him that he could talk to her, but they each had work that had to be done. Talking would have to wait.
 
    
 
   “Irvin! Why don’t you come over here and join our game?” Andrew called the second Irvin stepped into the gym. Suddenly this young man held many keys of information he desperately needed. 
 
   Slowly almost distrustfully, Irvin made his way over, trying his best to look cool and tough, which was only barely working because of how curious he looked.
 
   “You talkin’ to me?” he asked, in his best tough-guy voice, but Andrew knew his secret now, and he wasn’t about to fall for the act.
 
   Lifting his chin, Andrew smiled. “Yeah, how’s it going?”
 
   The mask on the teenager’s face dropped for a heartbeat, and then he was Irvin tough guy again. “So, are we gonna play or what?” 
 
   “Yeah,” Andrew said, holding smile from coming too bright, “we’re gonna play.”
 
    
 
   They were in the middle of a game when Irvin decided it was time to go. Without warning or words, he simply walked off the court.
 
   “Hey, Irvin, where ya going?” Andrew called in surprise and alarm as the others continued to play.
 
   “I got an appointment,” Irvin said, “and I don’t wanna be late.”
 
   Andrew remembered, got the message, and waved him on.
 
    
 
   “Hey, Miss T, you busy?” Irvin asked when he ducked into her room just after 6:30.
 
   “No, Irvin,” she said immediately beaming at him, glad he had in fact chosen to come. That spoke volumes. “Come on in.”
 
   The three remaining children looked at him in awe and grew very quiet.
 
   Taking him over to them, Gabi put her hand on his back. “Irvin, I’d like you to meet Bobby, Kevin, and Devon. Boys, this is Irvin.” 
 
    
 
   Irvin knew this drill by heart. He remembered being the one in the seats not so long before and being formally introduced to adults for the first time in his life. Slowly he went to each boy and shook his hand as if he was the CEO of Exxon. It was important to him to show her he hadn’t forgotten.
 
                 
 
   Gabi watched him, amused and touched. She, too, remembered when Irvin was a shy ten year old, sitting in the chairs, trying to blend into the woodwork and doing everything he could to be noticed simultaneously. Finally Irvin made his way over to her.
 
   “So, how’s things, Miss T?” he asked, extending his hand to her, which she accepted.
 
   “Good, how about you, Irvin?”
 
   He shrugged, one shoulder going up more than the other. “I’m hangin’.”
 
   “How’s school?”
 
   “Well, I was kind of hoping you might be able to help me on this paper I have coming up. It’s in English.”
 
   “What’s it on?”
 
   “We could do any topic we want, and I thought about doing mine on kids and guns.”
 
   She was impressed. “Good topic.”
 
   “Yeah, except I don’t know where to start.”
 
   “Well, let’s see what you got,” she said, sitting at the only big table in the room and indicating the chair next to her which he took without question.
 
    
 
   The gym had emptied out in one fell swoop it seemed, and Andrew made a quick check of things and then turned out the lights. It was odd being the last one here. He walked out into the hallway and made his way down to Jerry’s office where the pane of glass awaited him.  Carefully, he hoisted it onto his shoulder and made his way back down the hall to her room. The light was still on, and just seeing it made his heart jump like skittish jackrabbits.
 
    
 
   Gabi and Irvin were deeply immersed in laying out the paper when the knock sounded on her door.
 
   She looked up and shock swept over her. Instantly she jumped up and ran to open the door. “Andrew, what in the world?” 
 
   He smiled that smile her heart now beat only to see. “You didn’t think I’d forget, did you?” 
 
   “I...” Thinking really wasn’t her strong suit with him around.
 
   “Now which window is it?”
 
   “That one,” she said, pointing, barely able to scrape her chin up off the floor. Never had she expected him to actually replace the window.
 
   “Cool. Carry on. This should only take me a minute,” he said and went over to examine the window. 
 
   Absolute shock settled over her. He was crazy, insane, certifiable. Where did this guy come from anyway? She quickly decided her best line of defense was to pretend that nothing was weird about this situation at all thought that wasn’t entirely easy.
 
   “Now, where were we?” Going back over, she sat back down with Irvin, who was looking at her with the most puzzled look she’d ever seen, but she forced herself to ignore it. “Oh, yeah. I really think you should include that Jefferson quote you were talking about in the introduction.”
 
   Irvin took his cue from her, but concentrating on the paper was very difficult for either one of them with Mr. Fix-it man in the room. He wasn’t loud by any means; in fact, he was too quiet. Alternately, Gabi and then Irvin would sneak glances over at him to see what he was doing, but Andrew didn’t notice, he was having too much fun.
 
   This felt real to him. This work wouldn’t be thrown away with the afternoon trash. This was permanent and lasting, and he loved it. He examined the entire window and then decided on his best strategy. He glanced at his watch — 7:00. Yes, he had time to get this done and still make it back to the paper before nine.
 
    
 
   “Do you think I should put the statistics in the first part of the paper or more toward the end?” Irvin asked as he worked sketching his outline on the paper.
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabi considered the options. “I think it really depends on what you have…”
 
   Crash! The clatter of shattering glass sounded more like an exploding bomb, and both Gabi and Irvin jumped to their feet in utter panic. They stopped in the next instant, seeing Andrew standing there next to the now non-existent window with shards of glass undulating off his feet.
 
   “Sorry,” he said sheepishly as he gritted his teeth together. “It slipped.”
 
   “Slipped?” Gabi asked with instant concern. “Are you okay? What happened?”
 
   “I’m fine. Thank goodness that was the old window,” Andrew said, looking around him for a place to start extracting himself from the mess. He stepped over and then over again before getting to clean floor. 
 
   Gabi grabbed the trash can and set it next to the mess.
 
   “I’ll help,” Irvin said, coming over.
 
   “No,” Gabi commanded firmly. “You stay over there and work on your paper. We’ll get this.”
 
   At her insistence, Irvin stayed where he was though he didn’t look particularly happy about that. 
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked again, eyeing Andrew with worry. She didn’t see blood, which was a good thing as far as she could tell.
 
   “Yeah.” Sitting on his heels, he picked up one of the larger pieces and put it in the trashcan. “I’m fine. No, big deal. Just go back to what you were doing. I’ll get this.”
 
   She stood there, towering over him with her hands on her hips. “Are you sure? I can help.”
 
   “Nah, I can get it,” he said, picking up several more pieces and dumping them into the trash. “You go on. Irvin needs you.”
 
   Gabi there stood a moment more watching him, trying to decide what to do, and then she went back over to Irvin, who gave her another puzzled, worried look. She shrugged as if to say I have no idea. He’s insane, and Irvin stifled a giggle. She, too, had to keep from laughing. 
 
   “Now, where were we?” she asked, forcing herself to act normal, which wasn’t at all easy with the clinks and clanks of the broken window sounding behind her at odd intervals.
 
   “Statistics.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Statistics. Well, my first inclination would be to put them first, but on the other hand, they might be kind of dry and take away from the punch of the paper. What do you think?”
 
   “I think most of the stories speak for themselves, but maybe if I put a few in at the end, I could show that the stories aren’t just anomalies.”
 
   “Oww!” Andrew gasped suddenly, and when Gabi’s gaze jerked over to him, all she saw was the blood coming from his hand.
 
   “Andrew!” In one breath she was next to him as he held his hand with the other, the blood running through his fingers. “Are you all right? What happened?”
 
   “The glass,” Andrew whispered, holding his hand and closing his eyes to squeeze out the pain.
 
   Gabi reached for his hand. “Let me see.” 
 
   “No, it’s okay,” he said, pulling it away from her.
 
   “Let me see it.” She took hold of his hand and turned it over, gently removing his other hand. Bright, red blood poured from the cut that she couldn’t see between his thumb and index finger. “We need to wash this off.”
 
   He took his hand back and pressed the other one to it. “No, it’ll be okay.”
 
   “Don’t argue with her, man,” Irvin said from behind her. “That don’t look good.” 
 
   Andrew looked up through the pain and with one breath surrendered. Taking his sleeve, she led him over to the small sink in the corner and turned on the water. 
 
   “This might sting a little bit,” she said as she placed his hand under the water.
 
   He let out his breath slowly and clenched his teeth as the pain washed across his face.
 
   “You’re doing good,” she coached as she looked at the cut under the water. “Do you think the glass is still in it?”
 
   “No, it just sliced it,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
   Gabi looked up at him, and her first thought was he was going to pass out.
 
   “Irvin, get him a chair,” she instructed, not sure what they would do if he did faint. Irvin didn’t so much as question it, and when the chair arrived, Andrew sat down and let out a breath. Gabi looked down at him assessing their options. “Okay, now we’re going to wrap this up in a clean towel, and I’m going to take you in.”
 
   “In?” he asked as if he hadn’t so much as thought about that.
 
   Grabbing the paper towels and winding several to quasi-bandage the thing, she didn’t look at him at all. “To the emergency room.”
 
   “No, that’s not necessary,” he said, but the protest was weak and hollow. “Really. I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Yeah. You look great.” Gabi shook her head. “Get me a towel, Irvin. There’s some in that cabinet over there. Yeah, right there.” 
 
   In seconds Irvin returned with a cloth towel. 
 
   “Now,” she said, wrapping it slowly but tightly and then holding it there, “we’re going to go out and get in my car.”
 
   “Really this isn’t necessary.” Although the words sounded tough, he still sounded about two seconds from passing out.
 
   “Yeah, well, we’ll let the doctor be the judge of that,” she said, looking down at him still sitting in the chair that was ten sizes too small. However, there was no humor in her at all. “Can you walk?”
 
   He looked at her in annoyance. “It’s my hand not my foot.”
 
   “Okay, wise-guy,” she said, helping him to his feet. He swayed ever so slightly, and she wondered again what she would do if he passed out because the fact that she was now under his arm and against his body, trying to hold him up with hers only registered the impossibility that would be if he keeled over. “You all right?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, regaining his balance but only with effort. 
 
   “Good, now we’re just going to go get in my car.” She wrapped her one arm around his waist and steadied him in front with her other hand. “Irvin, grab my purse in the bottom drawer. It’s got my keys.”
 
   Irvin did as he was told and then came to follow them out. “What about the window?” 
 
   “I’ll worry about that later,” Gabi said, walking right next to Andrew, assessing, and thinking through what came next with each step. The three of them made their way out to the parking lot. The October chill had set back in, and with no coats, it was decidedly colder even than normal. At the car, Gabi managed to glance at Irvin as she unlocked it and helped Andrew in. “Thanks, Irvin. I think we can take it from here.”
 
   “You sure?” he asked with concern as Andrew got in and put his head back on the seat, pain ripping and scrawling across his face.
 
   She didn’t have time to chapter and verse her charge into believing they would be okay. “Yeah, we’ll be okay. Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Take care, Miss T. You too, Mr. C,” he said, bending down to window height.
 
                 
 
   “Thanks, Irvin.” Andrew waved weakly with his good hand as Gabi closed the door. 
 
   The pain was increasing in waves, and he was quickly becoming sick to his stomach. Without moving, Irvin stood there as she got in, and he watched them drive away.
 
   “How are you really?” she asked, the extreme concern never leaving her voice.
 
   “Okay.” It was far more that he wanted to be than that he really was.
 
   Concern slithered over her soft face as she headed out into the streets. “Just hang in there. We’ll be there as quick as we can.”
 
   “I’m trying.”
 
    
 
   Waiting was the worst, Gabi decided. They had been there three hours, and Andrew had been back there without her a full 45 minutes already. She wished she’d asked to go back there with him, but it was too late for that now. Not that they would have let her or that he would have wanted her to go.
 
   She tried to concentrate on the poster about choking on the wall, but nothing held her interest. Nothing but the clock and the memory of him white as a sheet sitting there by her sink. Why had she made that stupid deal with him earlier? She was so dumb. If it wasn’t for her brilliant idea, none of this would be happening. She leaned her head back against the wall and let the memories of the last few days flood over her — seeing him for the first time, him playing basketball with the guys, interviewing her, holding the babies, listening to her play the piano. 
 
   “Gabi,” he said quietly, and her eyes flew open. He smiled down at her, and her heart danced with relief.
 
   Coming out of her daydream, she stumbled to her feet. “You okay?”
 
   “Four stitches,” he said, holding up his bandaged hand, “but yeah, I’ll live.”
 
   With a frustrated breath, Gabi closed her eyes and willed this whole situation away. She felt so responsible.
 
   “I’m fine. Really,” he assured her. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
                 
 
   It was well after eleven when they pulled back into the center’s parking lot.
 
   “Are you going to be okay to drive?” she asked, every new thought bringing a new worry with it.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, sounding much stronger than before. “Are you going on home?”
 
   She shut off the car and sighed. “Actually, I thought I’d better go clean up the rest of the glass. It’s either now or in the morning.”
 
   Popping his door open, he dragged himself out of her car. “I’ll help.”
 
   Quickly she got out and slammed her door. “No, it’s all right, Andrew. Really. I can handle it.”              
 
   “I didn’t say you couldn’t handle it,” he said, meeting her at the front of her car. “I said I’ll help.”
 
   She looked at him for a long minute before giving up and heading back to the building.
 
   “Besides I can’t leave you here by yourself,” he continued as he followed her, and with his now white bandaged hand up against the middle of his chest, it wasn’t hard to remember why they were still there. “It’s not safe.”
 
   “It’s as safe here as anywhere,” she said, bristling on account of her own stupidity in the situation rather than at his gallantry.
 
   “That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” he said as she unlocked the door, and they made their way down the hallway. 
 
   Gabi stalked forward in silence, wishing her heart would agree with her head and make him leave right now.  She didn’t want to be here in this big, empty building alone with him. In fact, having him here made her feel less safe than if he went home, but she didn’t dare tell him that because then she would have to answer the question of why, which scared her more than the danger of having him here did.
 
   She went into her room and stopped at the sight. What a mess. Overwhelm hit her like a brick. How were they ever going to get this cleaned up? Glass. Blood. Towels. They were everywhere. Then the realization that she should have found him a broom earlier hit her, and guilt flooded her mind again.
 
   “I’ll go get a broom,” she said, turning, but he was standing right behind her, and in a heartbeat her body collided with his. That sent her careening backward away from him. “Oh, my gosh. I’m so sorry. I just... I…” Her gaze was buried in the floor at their feet as heat and embarrassment cascaded through her.
 
   Standing there, he looked both helpless and worried. “Gabi…”
 
   “The broom.” She pointed past him without taking her eyes off the floor. “It’s…It’s out there.” 
 
   “Oh. Yeah. Okay.” Still looking at her with concern, he stepped aside to let her pass. 
 
   She glanced up at him, but she could feel her cheeks burning, and she quickly ducked her head and went out in search of the broom.
 
                 
 
   Andrew felt like a complete idiot. The mess on the floor was enough. The look in her eyes was worse. What she must think of him, and he didn’t blame her. He couldn’t even fix a stupid window. What a klutz. Going over and sitting on his heel, he carefully picked up some of the glass and dumped it into the trash. Some maintenance man he was turning out to be, he thought as he reached for another piece.
 
   “Don’t touch that!” she gasped from the doorway, and he froze halfway to the next piece.
 
   He turned to look at her. “I was just...”
 
   “Are you kidding me? Don’t touch that.” She came over with the broom and dustpan as he stood.
 
   “Gabi…”
 
   “No. Andrew. You already cut yourself once. That’s gonna send Jerry into cardiac arrest in the morning, do you want to do it again?” Brushing past him, she stepped between him and the mess and dropped the dustpan to the floor with a clatter. She was angry with him. Again. How did that keep happening?
 
   “Jerry?” he asked in genuine confusion.
 
   “Yeah. Workman’s Comp.” Bending, she swept the glass into a pile. “One more expense to add to our growing list.” She picked that stack up and dumped it into the trash.
 
   “What? I’m not going to file a claim,” he said, puzzled. “I’m going to pay for this.”              
 
                 
 
   “Oh, sure,” Gabi said, half-wishing her voice would register the emotion she was really feeling, but knowing at the same time that would be a disaster, too. Guilt, concern, anger — pick one. None were good options as far as she could tell. “Why don’t you just go back where you came from, Andrew?  Why don’t you just go back to your little newsroom and write your little stories, and leave us alone to deal with our own broken out windows?”
 
   “I just wanted to help,” he said, this time sounding truly wounded.
 
   “Well, you’re not,” she said as her conflicting feelings for him clutched at her heart and twisted in her gut. He was making her crazy, and for some reason she couldn’t stop it, couldn’t get a hold of it. 
 
    
 
   He put his head down, the hurt from her harsh words digging deeply into his heart. He had thought he was finally doing something good. He had thought he’d found something real, but the realization that she really didn’t care that he was trying hit him hard. Part of him tried to think rationally, but the only thought penetrating the hurt was the one that said what a gullible idiot he was. She didn’t care about him. She hated him, and nothing was ever going to change that.
 
                 
 
   Gabi closed her eyes as her own words sounded in her ears, and all motion in the room ceased. What a terrible thing to say. Why would she say something like that? Why? She had no logical answer for it.
 
   “Andrew,” she said softly, looking up at him from the floor and then standing to face him. He wouldn’t even look at her. “I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that.”
 
   “Look, I know I was a jerk to begin with,” he said, nodding as he leaned against the wall, “but I really thought I was making some progress, that I wasn’t the jerk who walked in here last week.”
 
   “You weren’t. You aren’t. You are,” she said, desperately wanting to salvage this situation, but not knowing how to do that. “I was way out of line. I’m sorry.”
 
   The nodding continued and he didn’t look at her for a long time. When his gaze came up to hers, there was more hurt in it than one gaze should be able to hold. “So you really think I’m doing all of this just to get a story?” 
 
   “I don’t know what to think.” Gabi sighed in frustration.  “First, you come in here and insult my kids, then I turn around, and you’re washing windows and carrying babies around. What am I supposed to think? Huh? What?”
 
                 
 
   Andrew stood in silence, head down, trying to come up with a way to explain what had happened to him in last week. He wasn’t sure he even understood it.
 
   “When I got assigned this story, I didn’t want it,” he began, each word took effort because of the honesty they contained. “In fact I did everything I could to get out of it. You’re right I was arrogant and self-centered. I thought everyone who lived in Collins was either a criminal or on welfare, and I thought I was too good to do some dinky story about a volunteer center that would be closed down by the end of the year.
 
   “But then I came in here on Monday, and the truth is I hadn’t changed my take on the place until I saw you playing piano for the kids. I can’t explain it. I just had to know more about the place after that.”
 
                 
 
   “You came back because of me?” she asked, trying to wrap her mind around what he was saying.
 
   “Yeah, mostly. But then, I don’t know. I got to talk to you and some of the others, and I guess I got hooked. I know I can’t do what you do for the center, but I wanted to do something — even if it’s only replacing a broken window. It’s something.”
 
   All the air left from Gabi’s chest. She didn’t know what to say. After the way she’d treated him, laying his heart opened like that was either very brave or very stupid on his part, but one thing was for sure she would never be able to look at Andrew Clark, reporter, the same way after tonight.
 
   “So, I guess you think I’m crazy,” he sighed, and she said nothing. He nodded and let out a long breath. “I should be going now.”
 
    
 
   Pushing away from the wall, he looked at her for one brief second. She didn’t move just stared at him with that look of not quite knowing if she believed him or not. He took the hint. He’d taken his shot, and he’d missed miserably. There was nothing left to say — nothing he could face up to anyway. He’d blown his chance, and now the only real option was to go back where he belonged. He ducked his head, and somehow his feet moved toward the door. 
 
   “Wait,” she said just as he reached it. His feet stopped at the first sound of her voice. “Please, don’t go.”
 
   Andrew’s heart soared, but his face barely registered the words’ impact on him as he turned back to where she stood. Her eyes stayed, however, on the glass at her feet, and for one brief second, he thought he’d imagined the whole thing. Maybe he had. Maybe…
 
   “I was impressed with your work today, and I wasn’t the only one,” she said, the words directed at the floor instead of him. A second and she lifted her gaze, sweeping her fingers across the long strands of hair that were falling into her face. “Everyone who came in here this morning noticed you washing the windows out front, and they were all asking who you were.”
 
   “Really?” he asked, not daring to let his heart get hopeful again. Hope was just a one-way street to heartache as far as he could tell.
 
   “Really. And I know Jerry’s excited about having you here, too,” she continued as her gaze fell back to the glass. “Any extra help is welcome as far as he’s concerned. And the truth is, it was really kind of fun having you hear me play today with the kids.” She looked at him as sheepishness and pink touched her cheeks. “I wasn’t expecting that.”
 
   Caught in the vortex of her, he swayed. “You’re really very good.” 
 
   “The truth is, I think you’re an asset to this place,” she said, ignoring his compliment. “And I think you should stick around — as long as you need to — for your story and everything.”
 
   The story was the least of why he was staying, but he didn’t tell her that.
 
   “So, would you like some help with that window?” he asked, testing the waters.
 
   She smiled, and one dimple peeked out. “That would be nice.”
 
   


 
  




Chapter 8
 
    
 
   It took every ounce of determination and duty she had to get out of bed the next morning. After only five hours of sleep, her body almost revolted when Gabi pulled it from under the covers. It was a good thing they’d replaced the window last night, or her classroom would be freezing right now, and then she smiled at the thought. Even bandaged, he refused to leave until they had the new window in place. Now if only she could summon that much determination to face today.
 
   “Just keep moving,” she said, hopping from foot to foot, wishing she had laid out suitable clothing the night before when it was warm. Going through her closet, she thought she might freeze to death before she found something appropriate or at least not absolutely horrible. “Too cold. Too old. Too... yuck,” she said, reciting the litany over the sparse contents of her closet. She really needed new clothes, and then she berated herself for that thought.  
 
   “These clothes were good enough yesterday, and they’re good enough for today,” she said, but her heart didn’t believe a word of it. Somehow she wanted to look especially nice today, and though her brain warned her to be rational, her heart went on a little daydream featuring Andrew and herself in living color. She let out a frustrated breath. “What am I doing? I’m going crazy. That’s what I’m doing.”
 
    
 
   A feeling of dread crossed over him as Andrew rode the elevator up to the fourth floor newsroom. A whole day had passed since he’d been here. A whole day, and there wasn’t an ounce of him that really cared. The doors slid open, and he stepped out into the din of the morning news rush, his hand still bandaged from the night before.
 
   “Drew! That was some story Tuesday,” Kyle, a runner Andrew by first name only, said, greeting him at the copy machine.
 
   “Thanks,” he said, smiling but there wasn’t much happiness about it.  
 
   His desk was still there, just as it had been for ten years now. But as he sat down at it today, it somehow looked foreign — like it was part of another lifetime. The computer screen winked at him from the desktop. 
 
   He needed to get to work, but his mind simply wasn’t in it. It was back at the center with the kids and Gabi. Surely she was there by now, and the kids were starting to arrive. He was going to join them as soon as he got something written on this for Bill. The hand would be a problem, but only a mild one he hoped.
 
   “Well, it’s nice to see you haven’t completely forgotten about us,” Bill said, leaning on the side of the computer.
 
   “Hey, Bill. How’s it going?” Andrew asked barely looking up from his typing.
 
   “What happened to the hand?”
 
   “Maintenance accident.”
 
   “Maintenance?”
 
   “I was helping fix a window, and I wasn’t paying enough attention to what I was doing. It’s no big deal.” Andrew waved the question away with his good hand and continued staring at his computer, hoping Bill would just leave, but he couldn’t be that lucky. 
 
   “Well, I’m glad to see you back. I thought we’d lost you.”
 
   “No, I’m here,” Andrew said, but reluctance traced around the edges of the statement.
 
   “That’s good,” Bill said suddenly serious as he pointed to his office, “because we need to talk.” 
 
   “Talk?” Andrew looked up, puzzled as he got to his feet and followed Bill who had already started back for his office. “Okay.”
 
   In the office which overlooked the newsroom, Bill let Andrew go in first and then closed the door behind them. He went around to the squeaky, old office chair and settled himself in it before he began. Andrew took a seat opposite the desk and held his injured hand without noticing it.
 
   “Now, Son, I have no question that your story was one-hundred percent legit, and I had no qualms at all about running it, but I got a call from some FBI suits last night, and it seems the clerks at the courthouse aren’t cooperating as well as they’d expected them to, and... well, they want the information that we have — make that the information you have.”
 
   Andrew absorbed that news. “The tapes.”
 
   “Specifically, yes. And anything else you uncovered while you were working on it.”
 
   Nodding his understanding of the situation, Andrew breathed to keep himself calm. This was trouble, and he knew it.
 
   “They also want to know how you obtained the information and who your sources were,” Bill said as Andrew fidgeted in his seat. 
 
   “My sources are confidential and so are the tapes,” Andrew said, trying to sound tough. “You know that.”
 
   “Yes. I realize that, and believe me, I’ll back you to the hilt on this thing, but I’m afraid the feds may not agree.” The stone-cold seriousness in Bill’s voice made Andrew’s blood run cold.
 
   He reached for his old bravado and wound up with mostly air. “I don’t have to talk.”
 
   “No, you don’t, but you have to know that they could make things very difficult for you if you decide not to.”
 
    
 
   Every time she got a glimpse of the shiny new window in her classroom, Gabi’s heart danced. True, she had been disappointed when his car hadn’t been in the parking lot this morning, but then again, he probably didn’t get much sleep last night either. So, he was entitled to a little bit of a rest.
 
   As the children colored, she wondered where he was, and when she would bump into him again. Her daydreams were in overdrive by now, and there were no brakes anywhere to be found.
 
    
 
   “Alex Morgan, FBI,” Andrew’s worst nightmare who suddenly appeared next to his computer said. “This is Agent Reese. Are you Andrew Clark?”
 
   Looking up for a second, Andrew punched buttons on the computer to save his work. “I am.”
 
   The man with dark, closely clipped hair resembled a gargoyle with his scowling features. “May we speak privately, Mr. Clark?”
 
   “Of course.” Andrew stood, buttoned his suit coat and followed the men into Bill’s office, feeling the gazes fall on him from every direction of the newsroom. This was bad, very, very bad, and he knew it.
 
    
 
   When the knock she’d been expecting all morning came on her door, Gabi dropped everything and hurried to answer it. However, her heart sank as she saw who was there.
 
   “Oh, hi, Jerry,” she said not hiding the disappointment very well.
 
   “Hi, Gabi,” Jerry said as if the place was on fire. “Umm, listen, I have someone here I’d like you to meet.” He put his hands on little shoulders and guided a small, black boy to his side. “Gabi, this is Antonio. Antonio, this is Miss Treyvillion.”
 
   “Well, hello, Antonio.” Gabi squatted to his level and offered her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   Antonio just stood there, a look of sheer terror and mistrust scrawled across his tiny face.
 
   “Antonio will be joining your class — at least for a while,” Jerry said, and Gabi caught without really understanding it at least some of his meaning. Transits. They came in, and they left before most teachers ever even learned the child’s name.
 
   “Well, Antonio, tell Mr. Richardson thank you, but I think we can take it from here,” Gabi said, smiling at both of them in reassurance. She would get the full story later, but for now, it was important to make Antonio feel welcome and at home. “How about you come with me?” She took his tiny hand in hers and led him into the classroom as Jerry closed the door behind them. “We have some really cool blocks over here.”
 
    
 
   “No. I will not tell you my sources’ names nor will I give you the tapes or my documents,” Andrew said for the thousandth time. “That stuff is off-limits, and you know it.”
 
   “Mr. Clark,” Agent Reese said as if speaking to a two-year-old and trying to be patient. “I don’t think you understand the implications of keeping this information to yourself.”
 
   “I understand the implications perfectly,” Andrew said, just as condescendingly. “But that doesn’t mean I’m giving it to you.”
 
   “We have ways to make you reconsider that, Mr. Clark.”
 
   “I’m aware of that,” he said as the bile and fear rose in his throat, “but my mind’s made up. I have a confidential source, and that source will stay confidential.”
 
   “We can get a subpoena,” Reese said. 
 
   “Yes, you can, but unless you’ve tried to get the information elsewhere, I wouldn’t suggest it,” Andrew said without taking the bait.
 
   That seemed to anger his adversary. “And why not?” 
 
   “Because the judge will throw all of it out if you don’t at least go through the motions of trying to get it from someone else,” Andrew said, his voice sounding as though he was talking to a kindergartner, but he was in fact shaking in his shoes the whole time.
 
   “I see you’ve done your homework,” Agent Reese said, glaring at him with contempt.
 
   Andrew narrowed his eyes at the man standing before him. “Yes, and I suggest you do likewise before you show up here throwing around empty threats.” 
 
   “Oh, believe me,” Reese said, “they’re not empty.”
 
   Agent Morgan sighed. “I think we’re done here. Come on, Reese.”
 
   Not happily, the other agent followed him to the door where Morgan stopped and turned, his hand on the knob. “You’re not planning any vacations in the near future are you, Clark?”
 
   The implication slammed into Andrew, but he didn’t so much as flinch. “No.”
 
   “Good.”
 
    
 
   “Hey, I was playing with that!” Bobby yelled, reaching for the toy, just as Antonio yanked it from him.
 
   “Antonio!” Gabi said, her anger getting away from her and spilling into her tone. “You give that back right now. Around here we share.”
 
   The small boy glared at her with a look of pure hate and put the toy defiantly behind his back.
 
   “Antonio, give me that,” she said, trying harder to measure her words. He backed further away from her as she followed him, putting herself between him and the others who she knew were watching. “Antonio, I said give me the toy.”
 
   He just stared at her and kept backing — right into the wall. Gabi put her hand out, stopping a couple feet away. She didn’t want to threaten him, and she didn’t want to scare him, but there were rules in this classroom, and everyone followed them.
 
   “Antonio,” she said, “give me the toy.”
 
   He wound his little body protectively around the hand that remained behind his back and said nothing. His eyes were balls of fire and ice.
 
   “Antonio.” She inched her way closer to him closing the space between them. Just then he let out a shriek that would’ve frozen the blood of a banshee, and in an instant he was at her knees kicking, clawing, and biting at every piece of her he could get to. 
 
   Her first instinct was to run, and she almost did. But then maternal instinct for the others kicked in over survival instinct for herself.  It was a battle of wills as she attempted to subdue him without getting even more wounded in the fracas.
 
   “Antonio, stop it!” She fought to contain the rage that was in her arms, but it wasn’t working at all. “Antonio! Ow! I’m not going to hurt you. Just stop. Antonio, stop!” Grabbing him around the waist, she worked to quell the tantrum, but he kicked over her, and his foot met one of the little tables, sending it and the students around it scattering as it crashed the opposite direction.
 
   “Antonio,” she gasped, fighting desperately for control. Then it came to her, stop fighting. It was the only way to win this battle. She let him go, and he rolled away from her onto the floor, scrambling to his feet and eyeing her with a ferociousness that dredged up her own fear. 
 
   “Antonio, look at me,” she said softly, getting to her knees and holding up her hands. “I don’t want to fight with you.”
 
   The tiny boy looked at her, and for a single second she saw the fear through the rage.
 
   “I don’t want to fight.” Keeping her hands in the air though she knew full well how out of sorts she must look, she held her ground but advanced no further. “I want to be your friend.”
 
   He looked at her warily, calmer now, but she stayed where she was — not wanting to provoke another scene.
 
   “Gabi, are you okay?” Jerry asked suddenly appearing at the door with Shaniquille.
 
   “I’m fine, Jerry,” Gabi said never taking her eyes off Antonio. “We’re fine, right, Antonio?”
 
   But he didn’t move. He just stared at her with the look of the pure hatred of a tiny demon from hell.
 
    
 
   “Like I said we’ll back you on this thing, but I really think you should go talk to Anton Kesler in legal — just to give you some idea of what might be coming,” Bill said, looking a decade older as he sat there across his desk.
 
   Andrew sat in silence studying the desk leg at his feet. He didn’t want to think about where this could go.
 
   “You gonna be okay?” Bill asked with concern.
 
   “Yeah,” Andrew said, wishing with everything he had that he could be half as sure as he sounded. “I’ll be fine.”
 
    
 
   Antonio was waiting quietly in the chair in Jerry’s office. The tantrum had disappeared, but the eyes hadn’t.
 
   “Oww!” Gabi gasped as Jerry poured peroxide over the inch long gash in her arm.
 
   “Oh. That might sting a little,” he said.
 
   “Gee, thanks for the warning.” She lifted her arm and looked at the red marks, streaked with blood, that snaked down her arm. 
 
   “What do you think we should do about him?” he asked so the little ears in the next room couldn’t hear.
 
   “I don’t know, Jerr.” She shook her head in fear and resignation. “If he did this much damage to me, just think what he could do to the others.” Holding the rag on her gash as the bleeding subsided, she turned the issue over and over in her head. “I can’t put them in danger of getting hurt.”  
 
   “He’s had it pretty rough, Gabi,” Jerry said, clearly vacillating between not wanting to talk her into keeping the kid but not wanting to give up on a four-year-old either. “The foster mother brought him in this morning.”
 
   She looked at him in surprise. “Foster mother?”
 
   “Yeah, it seems the state dumped him off at her doorstep last night, but she’s not really set up for little kids — just the older ones who can go to school while she works,” Jerry said. “Kid’s been in and out of foster homes all over the state. Nobody wants him…”
 
   Can you blame them? she thought, checking her wound but saying nothing.
 
   “Anyway the foster mother can’t take care of him, the state’s all but given up, and I don’t know what to do,” he said, sounding as tired as she had ever heard him. 
 
   Wanting to throw him out but knowing she would never do that, Gabi sighed. “Well, why don’t we go talk to him? Maybe we can work out some kind of deal,” she said, really wishing her heart would let her just throw him out.
 
   “Only one problem, no one knows how much he understands,” Jerry said, slowly, “he doesn’t talk.”
 
   That slammed her to a stop. “Doesn’t talk? What do you mean?”
 
   “Not since being in the foster care system. Three years — no words.”
 
    
 
   “What did the fibbies want?” Rob asked, leaning over Andrew’s desk as if the whole newsroom didn’t already know.
 
   “Same old, same old.” Andrew sighed, wishing he hadn’t bothered to come in today. The short trip to Kesler’s office had done nothing to ease his fears. If the feds wanted to push this, it could get very ugly.
 
   “Are you gonna give them what they want?”
 
   “Not without a fight.”
 
   “Hope you have a good lawyer.”
 
   Mentally, he wrote himself a memo to call Bryan.
 
    
 
   “Let me get this straight,” Gabi said under her breath, not at all happy with how this situation was shaping up. “You put a kid in my classroom with known behavior problems, who hasn’t said a word in three years, and you expected me to what? Fix him?”
 
   “I was going to tell you the second I had a chance,” Jerry said by way of apology. “I’m telling you, I didn’t think he would attack you.”
 
   “Well, this is just great, Jerr. What do you want me to do?” she asked in frustration. For the sake of the other children, they had to tell him no. But how could she throw a four-year-old out onto the streets? A little boy who obviously needed them.
 
   Jerry watched her for a long minute. “If you want me to say no, I will.”
 
   Oh, that was great. 
 
   She looked at him, feeling the trap and having no idea how to get out of it. “I can’t tell him no, Jerr. You know that. But I also don’t know what to do. I don’t think I can handle him and all the other kids by myself.”
 
   He nodded. “Okay. Well, what if I give you another volunteer?”
 
   “Another volunteer?” She laughed as she removed the washcloth from her wound which had thankfully stopped bleeding. “Where’re you going to get this volunteer, Jerry — Venus?”
 
   “No, actually, I was thinking more along the lines of Andrew.”
 
   Andrew? In one second the planet stopped spinning, and she was almost slung off of it.
 
   “Andrew? Oh, Jerry, I don’t think so,” she said, quickly dismissing the idea outright. 
 
   “Why not? He’s a guy. He can handle Antonio — physically — I mean, and when you need to work one-on-one with Antonio, Andrew can keep the other kids busy. What do you say?”
 
   “But he’s only going to be here through the end of the week,” Gabi said, frantically searching for an excuse. Her heart couldn’t take being with him all day. It was barely managing to stay in the vicinity of sane the way it was.
 
   “Okay. I’ll tell you what. I’ll make you a deal. You take Antonio and Andrew for today and tomorrow, and if after that time you don’t think it’ll work, just say the word, and Antonio’s history.”
 
   She was stuck between her heart and a hard place, and he knew it. Finally, she nodded, resigned to the fact that there was no way this would ever work out well for her.
 
   “Great, I knew I could count on you, Gabi.”
 
    
 
   Andrew jumped from his car and hurried up the steps to the center. He hadn’t intended on being so late he thought as he checked his watch, his long strides carried him down the hallway to the nursery. The hand would be a minor problem at best, and besides he had more important things to worry about now.
 
   “Andrew!” Jerry called just as he reached the nursery door down the hall, and Andrew turned.
 
   “Hi, sorry I’m late, Jerry.” 
 
   “Eh. Don’t worry about it. Can you come here for a minute? We need to talk,” Jerry said, waving him back.
 
   For the second time that morning, Andrew didn’t like the dramatic sound of the summons. If this was anything like the last time… Andrew raised his eyebrows at this request but turned and headed back down to Jerry’s office; however, they went into a side room instead. That was strange beyond measure, and it brought up even more concern. Once inside, he braced himself for whatever was coming, knowing it was more bad news.
 
   “What’s up?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Well, we’ve developed a little situation,” Jerry said slowly. “We got a little boy in this morning, and we put him in Gabi’s class, but well, let’s just say he was a little more than she’d bargained for.”
 
   Worry jumped on Andrew. “Is she all right?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s fine, but she’s going to need some help if we’re going to keep this kid. I told her I thought you’d be the perfect back-up.”
 
   That stopped him. “Back-up? I don’t understand.”
 
   “Well, I’m thinking about moving you into Gabi’s room — for the rest of your time here. Today and tomorrow. You would help her with whatever she needs and be like her assistant.”
 
   “And this little boy?”
 
   “Antonio.”
 
   Andrew nodded with concern. “Antonio.”
 
   “He’s in my office right now, and I’m thinking I’ll bring him back in after the two of you get settled. That is if you’re in agreement.”
 
   How could he say no to the offer of a lifetime?
 
   He shrugged as if his heart wasn’t doing cartwheels. “Of course. Sure. Whatever you need.”
 
    
 
   She felt silly for watching the clock and wondering where he was. If he’d been in the nursery, they would’ve been here long ago, so where was he? Maybe his story was finished, and he wouldn’t be coming back. Just the thought knifed into her heart. But her conversation with him the night before had convinced her that his stay here was about more than a story. At least she thought it was.
 
   The knock startled her out of the debate in her head, and every nerve in her body stood on end as she approached the door and saw that Jerry was not alone. Her breath caught, and she had to force her feet to keep moving to the door. Why was this all so incredibly confusing — wanting to be with him, not wanting to be with him? It was pushing her to the brink of insanity and dangling her there. Thankfully, the children around her were happily playing and barely noticed the interruption.
 
   “Hi,” she said, shyly when she opened the door, not meeting his eyes but rather keeping her gaze safely on Jerry.
 
   Lands, that man was gorgeous, her heart said without so much as a glance at him.
 
   “Good morning,” Andrew said to her as if this was all perfectly normal and natural.
 
   Gabi had to think of something just as normal to say and fast. “How’s the hand?”
 
   “Fine.” He held the bandaged hand up for her inspection. “Couple of aspirins. Couple of stitches. I’ll live.”
 
   “I’m glad,” she said, not being able to stop the smile. Oh, why did he have this effect on her?
 
   “What happened to your hand?” Jerry asked with immediate concern.
 
   “Let’s just say replacing windows is not my strong suit,” Andrew said with a shrug.
 
   “Is it all right?” Jerry asked, glancing over at the now whole window and clearly fearing the worst.
 
   “Four stitches,” Andrew said. “I’ll live. And I’ll pay for it, so it’s really no big deal.”
 
   Jerry breathed a sigh of relief for the moment. “Well, I think I’ll go back and watch our newest member.” Jerry glanced over at her. “How’s the arm?”
 
   “Not bleeding anymore,” Gabi said, holding it up for inspection and suddenly thinking that the two of them looked like emergency room rejects.
 
   “That’s good,” Jerry said, nodding but not looking any more at ease. “Well, I’ll be back around eleven with Antonio. Good luck, you two.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said, and with that, he was gone.
 
   Andrew tipped his head to examine the wicked, jagged scratches now carved in the back of her forearm. “Are you sure you’re okay? That looks pretty bad.”
 
   “Yeah. I’m fine.” She sighed.
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   “I’ll tell you later. Right now it’s time for show and tell,” she said, smiling wickedly at him.
 
   He laughed in worry at the challenge in her tone. “Oh, boy.”
 
    
 
   A subdued Antonio entered the room with Jerry close at his heels as show and tell was wrapping up an hour later. When Andrew caught sight of them, he stood with no sound and went to the back, hoping not to disturb the show in progress. Shaniquille was showing her stuffed rabbit.
 
   “Hi,” he whispered, smiling at the tiny child and then glancing up to Jerry for his marching orders.
 
   “Mr. Clark, this is Antonio,” Jerry said, putting his hand on the child’s shoulder.
 
   “Hi, Antonio.” Andrew sat on his heels and extended his hand, wondering how someone so little could inflict so much damage on Gabi so quickly. However, Antonio kept his hands at his sides and his eyes on the floor. A second, and Andrew switched tactics. “Tell you what, why don’t you come over here and sit on the floor with me?”
 
   Andrew took him by the shoulders and led him away from Jerry and over to an empty spot on the floor. He sat down, and after an agonizing moment, Antonio followed his lead and sat next to him. They watched the rest of the show side-by-side in silence.
 
    
 
   Most of the time Gabi was able to eat her lunch with the rest of the teachers, but today leaving Antonio to fend for himself with the others was out of the question, so without being obvious she took her tray and set it down next to Shaniquille.
 
   “Here, Antonio,” she said, smiling at him, “why don’t you sit here by me?”
 
   He obeyed, never taking his eyes off his tray, and Andrew followed suit, sitting across from her. Immediately Megan and Leslie took up the seats on either side of him. Gabi had to stifle her amusement every time she saw them look at him — which was, by now, almost nonstop. 
 
   “So,” Andrew said, like the pro he was becoming, “what do we do after lunch — is it Shaniquille?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the tiny girl said, giggling softly.
 
   “What do we do after lunch?”
 
   “We paint and color and learn our letters,” she said in a voice even tinier than she was.
 
   “Wow, are you good with your letters?” He forked into the mystery meat and took a bite.
 
   “Sometimes, but I can’t make no... I can’t make good s’s,” she said, correcting herself, and Gabi smiled. Sometimes the smallest steps were the biggest breakthroughs, and mistakes often provided the best stepping stones to real learning.
 
   “S’s are hard,” Andrew said, nodding seriously. “But don’t worry, I think you’ll get them pretty soon. So, Leslie, tell me about yourself.”
 
   Leslie giggled next to him as all the kids around them sat fascinated.
 
   “That teddy bear you showed us today was sure cute,” he continued. “Where did you get it?”
 
   “My daddy won it for me at the fair last year.” 
 
   “So, it must be pretty special, huh?”
 
   She nodded without saying a word.
 
   “Awesome. So, do we get to have music time today?” he asked, carrying on his one-man monologue, punctuated only by small bits of input from everyone else.
 
   “Yeah,” Gabi said, smiling at him, her own fascination growing the longer she was with him, “later, but you have to finish your lunch first.”
 
   “Okay,” he said like a little kid, and as he chewed, a teasing light flashed to life in his eyes. He pointed his fork at her. “But only if you’ll play us one of your songs.”
 
   Gabi blushed and ducked her head at the compliment. He could be really unnerving when he wanted to be.
 
    
 
   Either Andrew’s presence or his earlier close call with being thrown out of the place had made a different little boy out of Antonio, Gabi thought as she pulled out a spare blanket for him to lay on with the others. He’d been very quiet and watchful since returning to the class, and for that she was grateful.
 
   “Here, Antonio,” she said, motioning for him to come over. “Why don’t you take this one?”
 
   Antonio eyed her suspiciously but didn’t move.
 
   “Miss T has a blanket for you,” Andrew said, coming up next to the child and gently indicating Gabi across the room, but still Antonio didn’t move. He looked like a tiny, wary animal about to get caught in a trap. Finally Andrew took charge. “Here, I’ll tell you what, how about if I go lay with you. Would that be better?”
 
   Antonio let him put his hands on his shoulders and lead him across the room as Gabi put the blanket on the table and backed away from it. It was going to be a long time before the child trusted her again.
 
   “That’s it,” Andrew said as Antonio lay down on the blanket he had spread out. He folded his tall frame down onto the floor. “See, and I’ll lay right here with you, and everything will be okay.”
 
    
 
   The floor was harder than it looked, and colder. But Antonio needed him, and Andrew wasn’t about to let the little boy down. Warily Antonio eyed him, suspicious of even this act of kindness.
 
   “Why don’t we close our eyes and take a nap?” Andrew asked the child, making the supreme trusting gesture of closing his eyes first. 
 
   He lay there and tried to make his breathing even and deep, hoping this would help Antonio calm down. Sure enough when he peeked out again, Antonio had shut his eyes tightly — he wasn’t sleeping, but he was following Andrew’s lead, and that was a start.
 
    
 
   It was well after two when they finally got the children around the piano. Gabi noticed thankfully that Andrew and Antonio had paired up as buddies. That would delay having to put Antonio with one of the others at least until Monday.
 
   Monday. It was a thought she couldn’t bear to think about. The center wasn’t going to feel the same without Andrew here. He was a part of it now. He was a part of her now, and letting him go would be the hardest thing she would ever have to do.
 
    
 
   Andrew sat on the floor with Antonio curled right next to him. It was strange how many things could change in such a short time. Only a few days ago, he’d watched her play for the first time, and now here he was at her feet — a part of her group, and he couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.
 
    
 
   It seemed to her that Antonio wanted nothing more than to be next to Andrew. They sat and watched the other children write. Antonio in Andrew’s lap — never moving, never participating, only sitting. 
 
   She watched later as they played blocks with the others. It was impossible not to watch them. Antonio looked so small protected by Andrew’s body, but he obviously felt safe there, and she wondered for a moment if that was because he was afraid of her, but she pushed that thought out of her head and tried to concentrate on the other 20 children in the room. However, her thoughts and her eyes always returned to them and lingered.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t long before Gabi began to get very nervous about what was going to happen at 3:30 when Andrew had to leave. Antonio had been stuck to his side like glue the whole afternoon and had no idea of Andrew’s imminent departure. But Andrew seemed not even to notice the time or anything else. He looked thoroughly comfortable right here.
 
   She smiled as she watched him lying on the floor with Antonio on one arm and Shaniquille on the other as Bugs Bunny ran around the television screen. It was hard to believe he was even the same man who’d walked into her classroom at the beginning of the week.
 
    
 
   As soon as he walked in the gym, Irvin looked for Mr. Clark. The blood and the window had been on his mind all night and most of the day. He kept telling himself it was no big deal, but his mind wouldn’t find a different topic no matter how hard he tried.
 
   Mr. Clark wasn’t to be seen, so he decided to bite the bullet and go talk to Mrs. Jones — surely she would know.
 
   “Hey, Ms. J,” Irvin said, trying to look tough, which by the look in her eyes was working. “Where’s Mr. C?”
 
   “Mr. Clark is helping out in another classroom today,” Mrs. Jones said, eyeing him with concern.
 
   That knocked into Irvin in a way he hadn’t realized it would. “Oh. Is he gonna be here?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I was just told he was helping out somewhere else today,” she said, clearly hoping he would go away.
 
   “Oh, okay.” Irvin shrugged as though it were no big deal to him whether Mr. Clark were here or not.
 
   “Hey, Irvin!” one of his friends called, and Irvin trotted off to join their game, leaving Mrs. Jones to breathe normally again.
 
    
 
   “So, how’d he do?” Mrs. Hopkins asked anxiously as she stood in Gabi’s doorway just after five.
 
   “He’s a great kid,” Andrew said with no trace of sarcasm as he stood behind Gabi, so close her body could feel the heat from his. Not that she should have been noticing such things at the moment, but some things about him were impossible not to notice.
 
   “Really? He was okay?” the older woman asked, puzzled.
 
   “It was a little rough at first,” Gabi said, being sure to hold her arm carefully against her side so the marks weren’t visible. “But I think we’ll do just fine.” She smiled down at Antonio, who studied his shoelaces. Fine as long as Andrew’s here, she thought but hid her misgivings behind the smile she beamed at Mrs. Hopkins.
 
   “Well, I really appreciate this,” Mrs. Hopkins said with a grateful sigh. “I didn’t know what I was going to do.”
 
   “Well, we’re glad we could help,” Andrew said, smiling, and when Gabi glanced up and back at him, that smile about did her heart in.
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow?” Mrs. Hopkins asked.
 
   “We’ll be here,” Andrew said, cheerfully. She nodded and led Antonio out. Andrew checked his watch — 5:05. “So you think you can handle it from here?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so,” she said, wishing he wouldn’t stand so close to her, it made her body and mind do strange things.
 
   “Great, ‘cause I got a game to get to.”
 
   “Have fun,” she said. “Be careful with the hand.” Wow, he was gorgeous, she thought in spite of herself as he put up a tiny wave in her direction.
 
   “Will do. I’ll see ya later.”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll be here.”
 
    
 
   Irvin knew none of the other guys noticed the relief he felt the second he saw Mr. Clark come in the doorway, and he was glad of that. It would have destroyed his “I don’t care about nobody” rep. However, he’d been watching that door nonstop throughout the game, and suddenly when Mr. C appeared, the world was right again.
 
   “Hey, guys.” Mr. Clark came walking right over to them. “How’s it going?”
 
   “Hey, Mr. Clark, we didn’t think you would show,” James said, catching sight of him and picking up his dribble.
 
   “Not show? Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss the game of the century.”
 
    
 
   Gabi ran her hand over the little table, dumping the crayons loudly into the metal bucket. The kids were long gone, and she was alone with her newly replaced window and nice, red gashes that still stung something terrible. Twenty-four hours. How could it have been just 24 hours ago when he was here fixing her window? That was before Antonio had crashed into her life, before she had seen Andrew bleed real blood, before she herself had bled real blood. Back when things were normal. Before, when her classroom was hers and didn’t feel so incredibly empty without him. She looked across it and closed her eyes.
 
   What was happening to her? 
 
    
 
   “I think we’d better call it a night,” Andrew finally said as the gym emptied out and only he and Irvin were left.
 
   “So, are you going down to Miss T’s room?” Irvin asked, suspiciously, following Andrew off the court.
 
   “I’d thought about it,” Andrew replied as he stored the ball in the rack.
 
   With his tough-guy façade on, Irvin eyed Andrew. “She’s cool.”
 
   “Yes, she is,” Andrew agreed, and then he realized this was his golden opportunity. “How well do you know, Miss T anyway?”
 
   “Pretty well. She helps me sometimes with school work and stuff.”
 
   “I see.” Andrew set about taking mental notes. “And why do you go to her? I mean there’s lots of teachers here.”
 
   “Yeah, but there’s only one Miss T,” Irvin said, and Andrew couldn’t agree more. “I don’t know. She’s different than the others. I feel like it’s all right to not know stuff with her. She doesn’t put me down for it. You know?”
 
   Andrew nodded, understanding and learning at the same time.
 
   “Miss T makes me feel like a real person. Like studying and stuff ain’t hopeless. Like I have a chance to really do something with my life.”
 
   “Is that why you come here?”
 
   “Well, when I was little, my mom made me come, but now, I don’t know. I don’t know what I’d do without this place, you know?”
 
   “Yeah.” He was beginning to see that in ways he never had before.
 
   “Sometimes I think without it, I’d probably be out on the streets — or dead,” Irvin said, and there wasn’t a trace of sarcasm or levity. “It gives me something to do. Somewhere to go where I feel like —” He shrugged. “Like I belong or something.”  
 
   Andrew suddenly knew why Gabi was so protective of these kids. It had obviously taken a long time to build up Irvin’s confidence, but even now it was as fragile as fine porcelain — and just as precious.
 
    
 
   They entered her room in tandem, talking quietly, heads tilted together.
 
   “Well, hello,” Gabi said, looking up from her desk, not really surprised although it was strange to see them together like that. “Not going to play basketball all night?”
 
   “No, Ma’am,” Irvin said, coming up and out of the conversation, and Andrew smiled down at him. The politeness wasn’t a farce, and it wasn’t fear. It was genuine respect.
 
   Gabi stuffed that in her heart and kept it there. “How’s the paper coming?”
 
   “I wrote the introduction last night,” Irvin said. “I think it’s gonna be okay.”
 
   “And you’re going to bring it to me and let me read it when it’s done, right?”
 
   “Of course,” Irvin said. “If you don’t mind.”
 
   “Course I don’t mind. That’s why I’m here.”
 
   There was a pause as they all contemplated the next move. Irvin was the first to fill the gap. “I see you got the window fixed.”
 
   “Yeah,” Gabi said, “now we won’t freeze to death.”
 
   “It looks nice,” Irvin said, shifting self-consciously. “Well, I’d better go. I got a paper to write and everything.”
 
   “Oh. Wait a minute. We’ll walk you out,” Gabi said, quickly standing and gathering her things. Being alone with Andrew was, in her mind, a dangerous proposition at this point, and Irvin was her only line of defense. 
 
    
 
   As she got ready and they went out, she made small talk with Irvin, and Andrew just watched them, fascinated. Tough guy Irvin had suddenly morphed into an all-American kid with dreams and hopes and fears. Just like every other kid Andrew knew. 
 
   Around her Irvin as a totally different person. He looked like a young man on his way up not on his way out, and Andrew wondered to himself again how she did it.
 
   “So, how was the history test today?” Gabi asked as she locked the center door.
 
   “Fine. I really think I did okay on it.” 
 
   “And how is the hunt for colleges going?”
 
   Irvin continued to walk, but suddenly his voice disappeared.
 
   She tipped her head in concern. “You are looking, aren’t you?”
 
   “Well, yeah, but…” He shrugged but didn’t continue.
 
   “Irvin...?”
 
   With that, he swung on her. “Come on, Miss T, I don’t think I’m gonna have the funds to go. You know that.” 
 
   “But your grades are good, right?”
 
   “All B’s and one A.” He shrugged again. “Not that great.”
 
   “But good enough.” She sighed. “We’re just going to have to find some funds.”
 
   “Yeah, right,” Irvin said, and the defeat in his tone ripped at Andrew’s heart.
 
   “I’ll tell you what, why don’t you go talk to the counselor and pick out a few schools you’d like to go to? Then we can write to them and get some more information about scholarships and stuff?”
 
   Every movement from the kid stopped completely as he looked at her. “You’d do that for me?”
 
   “No. I’ll do that with you,” she corrected. “Anything you’re willing to work for, I’m willing to help you with. Remember that, okay?”
 
   They were now standing on the sidewalk, none going in the same direction.
 
   “Okay,” Irvin said with a nod. “So, I can come by tomorrow?”
 
   “And bring the college catalogs?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, smiling.
 
   She grinned at him. “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
   “K. Sure thing. I’ll see ya later, Miss T.” He started off, stopped and turned. “Oh, you, too, Mr. C.” With a breath of a wave, he trotted off into the dark night.
 
   Andrew waited until Irvin was gone from sight before he put his thoughts into words.
 
   “Irvin’s lucky,” he said almost under his breath.
 
   Gabi looked up at him like he’d lost his mind. “Lucky?”
 
   His gaze trailed down to hers and locked there. “Yeah, to have a friend like you.”
 
   “Some friend.” She shrugged, shook her head, and started for her car. “All I do is look at some papers and push him to do better.”
 
   “And you care,” he added for her. “Irvin’s a really cool kid, but I never would’ve thought that before I saw him with you.”
 
   “I don’t let him get away with anything less than he’s capable of.”
 
   “He knows that, and he respects you for it.”
 
   “Well, I hope he can find someone else to take my place in two weeks.”
 
   “Two weeks?” Andrew asked, puzzled.
 
   At her car, Gabi took a deep breath and let it go slowly. Pretending money was not a problem didn’t make it go away, neither did ignoring it.
 
   “Jerry says after Halloween, we aren’t going to have a choice,” she said, slowly, reluctant to put the inevitable into words. There was no point in ignoring them. They were coming whether she liked it or not.
 
   However, the gravity in Andrew’s face dropped several octaves. “A choice about what?”
 
   She let out a hard breath and faced him. “There’s no more money, Andrew. None. We’re way in the red now, and there’s no way we can raise the kind of money it would take to stay open in two weeks.”
 
   Putting his hands on his hips, he gazed at her with a steadiness that shook her to the middle of her soul. “How much are we talking?”
 
   “$20 thousand at least,” she said, deciding it was pointless to beat around the bush. “With payroll and insurance on the building coming due.”
 
   “Whew, that’s a lot of money,” Andrew agreed with a lift of his eyebrows.
 
   “Tell me about it,” Gabi said, nodding. Letting defeat crawl into her spirit and take up residence there, she tossed her things into her car. “We just wrote a bunch of grant applications, but there’s not enough time, even if we get them, the place’ll be closed by then.”
 
    
 
   This was always a possibility of course. It was why he was doing the story in the first place, but suddenly the deadline seemed too soon and the price tag too high.
 
   “So, what happens if it closes?” he asked slowly, dreading the answer.
 
   “We turn the kids out to the drug dealers and the gangs, and all the Irvin’s in Collins get shoved back into the gutter.”
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 9
 
    
 
   The keys clicked at warp speed as Andrew edited the fourth story in the series. He didn’t notice the curious stares he was getting from around the newsroom, nor did he notice Rob staring at him from across the desk. This was important. This was serious. This story might be their only shot at saving the center, and suddenly it was every bit as important to him as it was to Gabi.
 
   Irvin and the others were depending on him, and one way or the other, he was going to deliver.
 
   “Must be some story,” Rob said, watching him. Andrew ignored the challenge. “I’ll bet you’re ready for this one to be over so you can clear out of Collins for good, huh?” 
 
   Andrew just kept typing. He was nearing the end, and nothing was going to break his concentration. 
 
   “So, are you going to keep seeing the chick after it’s finished? I mean seeing someone who lives over there could be disastrous to your reputation. Know what I’m saying?”
 
   He never took his eyes off the screen he was reading although he heard every word spewing from the other side of the table.
 
   “Come on, Andrew, are you going to give me some details or what? Is she fast? I’ve heard the girls over there are. Fast and cheap. Where’d you meet her anyway? On 7th? Is that it? Is she a working girl, Andrew?”
 
   Suddenly Andrew’s patience snapped. “Shut up, Rob,” he warned under his breath even as he kept reading and typing.
 
   “What’s the matter, homeboy? Are the criminals wearing off on you? Or did you have to pay a little too much for her services last night?”
 
   “I said, shut up, Rob,” Andrew said, his skin crawling with each word. That was him. A week ago, that was him saying those appalling things. How could he have been so prejudiced, so arrogant, so mean?
 
   “Come on, Andrew. Face it, bro, they’re trailer trash at best, thugs and criminals at worst. No story’s ever going to change that,” Rob said, taunting him with a smug smirk that Andrew wanted to wipe right off that perfectly conceited face.
 
   “You’re the trash, Rob Kiner.” Andrew punched the save button and stood to put his suit coat on. He had to get out of here — away from Rob, away from his old self, away from the bigotry and the hate. He didn’t belong here anymore, and now he wondered if he ever really had.
 
    
 
   Gabi was becoming increasingly concerned. Any minute now Antonio would walk through that door, and when Mrs. Hopkins left, which she would, Gabi would be left alone with him. It was odd to be so afraid of a child, but this was no ordinary child. Somewhere deep, far down, she knew Antonio was not her real concern, but she wouldn’t let that thought push to the surface. He would be here. He had to be.
 
    
 
   Andrew took the steps up to the center doors two at a time. The newsroom was quickly becoming, to him, a diversion from his real mission, his real place in life. He had even brought his “other clothes” as he now called them, changed in the newsroom’s downstairs restroom, and made a mad dash to get here before anyone noticed he wasn’t.
 
   “Good morning,” he said to Gabi and the kids as he breezed into the room. He felt like Superman with the double life and secret identity, which wasn’t really a secret but seemed like it all the same. 
 
   “Hi.” Gabi looked up, and her grin brought out both dimples and the light in her eyes. “You’re late.”
 
   He shrugged. “I had to make an appearance at my other job, so they wouldn’t forget about me.”
 
   The smile slid from her face, and it was replaced with a forced one that he hated.
 
    
 
   “Oh,” she said with a sad nod, trying not to let her true feelings about the situation show. Today was their last day together. After today, he would go back to his wonderful life — away from the center, away from Collins, and away from her. That thought stung her heart in ways she hadn’t realized it would.
 
   “So, what’re we doing?” Andrew asked, clapping his hands as he joined the girls coloring at the little table, and they all giggled. 
 
   Gabi smiled in spite of the knot in her stomach. He was so gorgeous, even the four-year-olds noticed.
 
    
 
   When Antonio walked in at nine-thirty, the fear and hatred were still burning in his eyes, and Gabi’s blood ran cold as soon as she looked at him — the little monster from the day before was back. Thank God, Andrew had made it in time. She spoke quietly to Mrs. Hopkins and then bid her farewell, wishing that Monday she wouldn’t be left alone with alone with him, and bracing herself already for when that time came.
 
    
 
   Andrew hardly noticed him come in, but suddenly Antonio was huddling right next to him as he knelt on the floor watching the girls color.
 
   “Hey, Antonio, my man. What’s up?” Andrew asked as genuine happiness slipped into and over his heart. With him, there was no reservation about this little boy at all. It was all joy. “Do you want to color?” Sitting down so he could put Antonio on his lap, he picked up one of the extra coloring books and a blue crayon. “What’s your favorite color? Blue? How about red?” Antonio just sat there on his knee, not moving. “Let’s use red for now. See, look how I can color this little bird. Isn’t that pretty?” Antonio never moved. “Do you want to try? Here, take the crayon.”
 
   The little hand stayed still for what seemed like an eternity to both adults in the room, but then as if by magic it began to move. Up. Up. And over. Until it took the crayon. Quickly Andrew grabbed another crayon from the table and made a small mark on the book’s page.
 
   “See? Now you try.”
 
   The movements were so micro that it almost seemed like the child wasn’t moving at all, but without looking at either of them, he put the crayon on the paper and made a tiny mark there.
 
   “Yeah, that’s it,” Andrew said, barely able to contain his excitement. “Awesome. Can you make another one?”
 
   Antonio made another small mark on the paper, and Andrew’s heart leapt. He looked around for Gabi, who he caught staring in their direction. He smiled at her, and she smiled a puzzled, amazed smile back. Could this really be happening? Could Antonio, with the protection of Andrew around him, venture out into the scary world to look around and see what was available?
 
   But the answer to that question was becoming imminently obvious as Antonio made another and yet another mark on the paper. In what seemed a heartbeat, he was pushing the crayon back and forth in wide arcs over the bird. It was a true breakthrough, and they both knew it.
 
    
 
   Gabi wished they could talk without the children hearing, but that was obviously impossible. Andrew was like a magnet, and he was never alone even for a moment. At lunch the kids fought over who got to eat next to him — in the end, Antonio, whose place was never in question, and Shaniquille who somehow managed to wedge herself between Andrew and Leslie, won out.
 
   “So, Shaniquille, what’s your favorite thing in the whole world to do?” Andrew asked, chewing thoughtfully on his sandwich as though her answer would solve all of the mysteries of life.
 
   She giggled and lifted her shoulders up to her ears. “Play with my dog, Bozo.”
 
   “Bozo, huh? How’d he get that name?”
 
   “When he was little, he ran into the furniture all the time. My brother said he was a Bozo.”
 
   “Oh, good reason,” Andrew said, nodding seriously. “Do you have any pets, Devon?”
 
   And so continued the lunchtime conversation. Gabi sat and listened in total amazement. She really couldn’t tell who was having the most fun — the kids or him. Even to her ears he sounded like he was genuinely interested, but she knew that was a game, and she knew in a few short hours that game would end although she wished it could go on forever.
 
    
 
   The clay lay moist and tempting before him, but crayons were one thing, the soft, gray matter was something else entirely.
 
   “Here, Antonio, what can we make?” Andrew continued to carry on what was turning out to be an absolutely one-sided conversation. “How about a horse? Have you ever seen a horse? Let’s see. We need some legs, and a body, and a head, and a tail, and a mane. See, a horse.”
 
   “That’s not a horse,” Bobby said, looking over at it skeptically and wrinkling up his nose. “It looks like a sick cat.”
 
   “A cat?” Andrew asked in horror. He picked his creation up gently and turned it around to get a better look at it. “Well, you know what? I think you’re right, Bobby.  Look Antonio, we made a cat!”
 
   The children around the table snickered.
 
   “Look what I made, Mr. Clark,” Leslie said proudly held up her creation.
 
   “Wow, Leslie, that’s a very good...” Andrew examined the hunk of clay, trying like mad to decide what it was.
 
   “It’s a house,” she finally said, helping him out.
 
   “Of course it’s a house. Here’s the window.” He pointed to one side.
 
   “No, that’s the front door.”
 
   “Oh, of course that’s the front door. Here’s a window.”
 
   “That’s the back door,” she said, slightly frustrated.
 
   “Oh, of course. Is this a door, too?” he asked, pointing to the other side.
 
   “No, that’s a window, silly.”
 
   “Oh, of course it is, I see it,” he said, seriously — although Gabi at the next table was clearly about to lose it as she looked over at him. “It’s a great house, Leslie. Can I come live in that house someday?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, putting her head down and picking up her shoulders as he had learned they all did when he gave them a compliment. “You’re nice, Mr. Clark.”
 
   “Well, thank you,” he said, ducking his own head to check on Antonio, but knowing even as the words touched his heart he would never forget these little masterpieces sitting around him. “Here, Antonio, how about you try. Here’s a little piece.”
 
    
 
   In what seemed only moments since he’d first met Antonio, the little boy was walking out the door holding the hand of Mrs. Hopkins. Andrew, who thought he’d weathered every tragedy imaginable, from fires to shootings to horrific car accidents, felt his heart slowly climb into his throat as he watched the tiny form turn the corner and disappear out of sight.
 
   “You okay?” Gabi asked at his elbow.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, choking down the rock that was lodged in his throat.
 
   “It’s tough saying good-bye, isn’t it?” 
 
   He looked down at her but had to look away before the tears actually fell. This was crazy. He was a reporter, doing a story. He’d done thousands of them, but there had never been a story like this one. “I’d better get to the gym before they tear it down,” he said, forcing the emotion he felt back down inside him.
 
   “Yeah,” she said, with a voice that wasn’t helping at all. She, too, sounded so sad, and it ripped at his heart strings. How could they do this on a regular basis? How do you love a child and then let them go over and over again?
 
   It was by sheer force of will that he got his feet moving down the hallway to the gym. His feet went, his body went, but his heart stayed — right there at the door.
 
    
 
   The game was in progress when Irvin, who Andrew quickly decided had not learned the fine details of extracting oneself from a situation, suddenly walked off the court.
 
   “Hey, Irvin!” Andrew called to the kid’s departing back. “Where you goin’?”
 
   Irvin turned and rolled his eyes in obvious frustration. “I’ve got an appointment.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Okay.” Andrew nodded, knowing where he was going, but suddenly feeling his time here slipping through his fingers with no way to hold onto it. 
 
   As the others continued to play, he watched again as a child he had come to know walked out of his life. But then he remembered that after the game, he’d see Irvin again — get to talk to him one last time — and that eased the almost physical pain in his heart. He forced his mind back to the basketball game and the others who would soon walk out, too.
 
    
 
   “I really think you should apply,” Gabi said again as they sat at the table, the college brochures fanned out in front of them.
 
   “Come on, Miss T, I ain’t gonna get in that school.”
 
   She arched her eyebrow at him. “Ain’t?”
 
   “You know what I mean,” he said in utter defeat. “Even if I got in, I couldn’t pay for it.”
 
   “There’s no harm in applying,” she said, shrugging. “If you don’t apply, you’re sure to not get in. If you get in, maybe we can find the funds to get you there.”
 
   “Ugh, Miss T, you know, I can’t afford Stanton Junior College, much less TI.” 
 
   “Well, if TI is where you really want to go, then I think you should at least apply there.” 
 
   However, he shook his head. “I’ve got to be realistic.”
 
   “But what if you could have the dream? What if it isn’t impossible? What if you applied, got accepted, and…”
 
   “And then couldn’t pay for it? That’d be worse, Miss T,” he said, shaking his head in defeat and resignation. Finally he stood. “I’ve gotta go.”
 
   Gabi didn’t know what to say. He was right, of course, but she didn’t want to let go of the dream herself, and she didn’t want him to either. They still had two years. That was enough time to find a miracle, wasn’t it? “Will you at least think about it, Irvin?” 
 
   “I’ll think about it,” he said, stopping with his hand on the door knob as he turned to look back at her. “Thanks for everything, Miss T. I’ll see ya Monday.”
 
   “K. You take care of yourself.”
 
   “I will. See ya.”
 
   “See ya,” she said, half-heartedly, but he was already out the door and gone. 
 
   She sighed and looked around the now-empty room. The defeat and resignation of the situation around her finally took its toll. What good was this place anyway? What real difference did it make to kids like Irvin or any of them for that matter? Even after he’d worked his heart out in school, he still wouldn’t be able to afford college, and thus he was doomed to live out his life in a minimum wage job here in Collins or in some other place just like it — if he made it that long.
 
   At the moment, closing the place would have been merciful. Hanging on, waiting for the end, saying good-bye over and over again was killing her. She wasn’t good at good-byes. She never had been. With that depressing thought, she looked around the room again and shook her head, got up and went over to her own desk where she sank down, curling one foot under her.
 
   “Where’s Irvin?” 
 
   She looked up from her paperwork, startled at first, but when she saw Andrew leaning in her doorway, the desperation hit her hard, and she felt like her heart would stop for real. Swallowing, she ducked back to whatever it was she was supposed to be doing that she didn’t even remember anymore.
 
   “He’s gone,” she said, trying to keep the desolation from her voice. It didn’t work. 
 
   He pulled up from the doorframe and closed the distance between them in five strides. “You okay?” 
 
   “No,” she said, honestly, shaking her head. Her heart had never felt like this before, like it was shattering in slow motion. 
 
   Slowly he came around the desk, knelt beside her, and put his hand on her back. His touch made her already tenuous hold on control falter.
 
   “What can I do?” he asked, looking at her with concern.
 
   “Nothing,” she said as a single tear slid down her cheek. She shrugged a helpless, pitiful shrug because she couldn’t even be strong enough not to cry. “There’s nothing anybody can do.” 
 
   He reached up and over, gently brushing the tears away with the warmth of his thumb.  The touch of his hand on her cheek ignited something deep inside her, something she had long ago buried under a mountain of guilt, shame, and fear, and her mind tore loose from its moorings. 
 
   It startled her to the core, and in one breath, she knew she had to get away from him. Get some space, some distance between them before she totally lost herself. She stood up suddenly, almost without her body willing it to, thinking only that she had to get away from him and make him stay away from her. 
 
   Her mind wouldn’t focus. All it could do was tell her body to look busy. Going around the desk, around him, she grabbed up the eraser from the tray and began running it over the board without seeing anything in front of her. Fear, desire, and guilt were fighting a battle to the death in her very soul, and suddenly nothing was making any sense.
 
   “Gabi?” He stood slowly and came over to her. Gently he put his hands on her arms to stop her frantic movements. “It’s all right.”
 
   Somewhere deep down inside her a tiny crack broke through the dam she had painstakingly built around her heart over the course of the last ten years, and as the first tear slipped through it, the little control she had fought so hard to maintain slipped away, too.
 
   “I can’t do it.” Letting her arms go limp, she leaned forward and rested her head on the chalkboard. Tears spilled over her lashes, and her breath stopped in her throat. “I can’t.” 
 
   Slowly, tenderly, Andrew turned her around and pulled her in to his chest. He held her there, rubbing her back, breathing because she couldn’t. 
 
   “Gabi, it’s okay,” he said softly. “I promise you, we’ll fix it — whatever it is.”
 
   “No.” She shook her head and choked back the tears. “We can’t fix this.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because it’s all a lie, that’s why.”
 
   “What’s a lie?”
 
   She snorted a sarcastic, hard sound that sounded a lot like anger. “All of it. That everything’s fine. That if they work hard enough, these kids can get out. That if I love them enough, I can make a difference. It’s all a big, fat lie. Every last bit of it. Don’t you see? Nothing we do makes any difference.”
 
    
 
   “Gabi, come on, that’s not true. Look at Irvin,” he said, trying to look at her and keep her next to him simultaneously, which wasn’t working all that great.
 
   “Yeah.” She sniffed sarcastically into his sweatshirt. “Exactly. I’ve told him all these years if he worked hard enough, he could go to college, that he could make it. Who was I kidding?” she asked, pushing away from him so suddenly he didn’t think to be ready to catch her as she left him and went back over to her desk. “Irvin’s stuck, Andrew. They all are, and no amount of work is ever going to change that. It’s not fair. It’s just not fair!”
 
   She kicked her desk drawer, and it slammed closed with a bang, echoing through the room.
 
   “He did his part, and I let him down,” she said, closing her eyes as pain slashed from her soul into his and echoed there. “We all did.”
 
   “No, Gabi.” Andrew shook his head, following her to the desk where he stopped in front of it. “Don’t you see? You’re helping him overcome the obstacles to get him to his dream. You said so yourself last night.”
 
   “Yeah? Well I lied,” she said as the anger took over for real then.
 
   Panic gripped him. He had to get her to see what he did. “Gabi, you didn’t lie.”
 
   “I did, too.” Her gaze came up to his, hot and filled with fury. “I told him I’d help him get into whatever school he wanted to go to, but you know what? I can’t do that.” She backed up, gnashing her teeth together. “I can’t. I can’t help him get in because I don’t have what this world runs on. I don’t have the money, and all the other help in the world is useless without that.” 
 
   In a cloud of tears, the fit began to pass and dejection took over.
 
   “But there’s money out there,” he said, wondering why she had suddenly given up. He had seen the determination in this woman, and it was like tempered steel — hard and true. “We can help him find it.”
 
   “We?” she asked shortly as her gaze sliced into him. “No, Andrew, when Monday comes, I’m going to be here to do this alone, and you’ll be back in your own world where you belong.”
 
   The truth of that statement hit him like a ten-ton truck, and he struggled to catch his breath from the blow. Monday. Monday. When they walked out of here tonight, that would be it. End of research, end of story. He would go back to hassling DAs and judges far, far away from the center and Collins, and the kids, and...
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” he said, resisting the temptation to give in to the desperation he suddenly felt. “Don’t give up on Irvin yet, okay? Please. He’s a good kid, and I can’t tell you how much he respects you. If you give up on him, that will be the nail in his coffin. Give it a week. One week, Gabi. That’s all I’m asking for.”
 
    
 
   Gabi didn’t see what one week would help or hurt at this point, so it really didn’t matter if she accepted his proposal or not.
 
   “Fine, one week,” she said, breathing a sigh of acquiescence which took the rest of her energy with it. “You know I’m really exhausted. I think I’m just going to go home and go to bed.”
 
   Andrew looked like he’d just been shot. “You want to go out for coffee or something?”
 
   However, she ducked her head and looked away. Her body and heart were screaming at her to accept his invitation, but her mind warned her to stay away. He was leaving. That was reality, and getting involved with him at this point would be a deadly mistake. It was time to let him go and just get on with what was left of her life.
 
   “No, Andrew,” she said, slowly, and the tired sound in her voice was no act. “I really need to get some sleep. Somebody’s been keeping me up fixing windows and stuff this week, and I’m exhausted.”
 
   “Oh,” he said, the disappointment echoing through the tiny syllable. 
 
   Then, in silence she gathered her things, turned off the light, and locked the door. He followed her down the hallway, wishing he could make the next few minutes last a lifetime. 
 
   It occurred to him as he stepped through the door to the outside that he wasn’t the same man who’d entered this building five days before. He’d grown in ways even he couldn’t explain, and most of it was because of this beautiful woman standing right next to him. Somehow he had to prolong this, to talk to her, to make her understand what she did to him.
 
   She locked the door and turned for the parking lot without saying even a word.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want coffee?” he asked, the desperation sounding even in his own ears.
 
   “No, Andrew. Thanks, but I really need to be getting home.” She smiled at him for a heartbeat, and then ducking her head, she made her way across the parking lot. 
 
   However, he just couldn’t let her go like this. Not like this. Not like for forever. Pushing his feet, he hurried after her, oblivious to the permeating chill in the air. “Can I call you sometime?”
 
   She never even looked at him. “About the story?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, thinking that was as good as excuse as any.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.” What difference did it make what she said, Gabi reasoned. He wouldn’t call her anyway. They all said that — to make you feel better or something. But they didn’t call, and Andrew wouldn’t either.
 
   He matched her step-for-step all the way to her car. “Are you coming here tomorrow?” 
 
   “I don’t think so,” she said, sighing because she was so tired of fighting the losing battle. “I think I’ve had enough of this place for one week.”
 
   “Oh,” he said slowly as if that truly mattered to him, which she knew it didn’t.
 
   At her car, she summoned her courage and her dignity. “Well, Andrew,” she said, exhaling hard and extending her hand. “It’s been nice to know you.”
 
    
 
   Andrew took her hand in his, but no words would form in his head as he looked at her.
 
   “Take care of yourself.” She smiled up at him and nodded. “I’ll be looking forward to reading your stories this week.” Dropping her hand, she kept nodding. “Thanks for all your help, and I hope everything goes well for you.”
 
   He should say something. Something brilliant, something witty, something to keep her from getting in that car and driving away, but his mind was so jumbled that no rational thought was getting through.
 
   “Well, I guess, I’ll see you around.” And with that, she crawled into the car and waved to him. 
 
   In the next second, she slammed the door, and in a second more the motor roared to life, running over the trance he seemed to have fallen into. Do something! his heart yelled. What? his head yelled back even as nothing moved. One more small, sad smile and she drove away.
 
   Her car was out of sight before he moved again.
 
   “Idiot!” He pounded himself on the head. “What were you thinking? She’s gone! Gone! Are you happy now? What an idiot!”
 
    
 
   As she drove, the streetlights blurred in front of Gabi, and the tears in her heart filled her chest to overflowing. He was gone now, but life would never, ever be normal again. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 10
 
    
 
   The pounding in her head woke Gabi just about the time the sun began peeking through her curtains. The events from the parking lot the night before replayed themselves in her head as they had nonstop since she had driven away from him. 
 
   How could she have been so stupid as to fall for him? How could she be so weak, so gullible? He was a jerk. She knew it from the start, and nothing had changed. Andrew Clark was a jerk, and she was better off without him, her head told her sensibly, but her heart wasn’t listening. It was making up little fantasies about seeing him again, about him calling, about him holding her again, about them dancing in the moonlight together.
 
   She took two aspirins hoping that would make the whole thing go away and went to make breakfast.
 
    
 
   Andrew considered going to the paper, but with four stories in the can, and the other two all but completed on his laptop, there really wasn’t a reason to. Besides, if he was honest about it, the newsroom was the last place he wanted to be right now.
 
   He considered his options, thinking again how stupid he was for not at least getting her number. How dumb was that? “Can I call you sometime” should always be followed by, “and what’s your number?” Now even calling her was out. There was, however, one viable option left.
 
   With that thought, he picked up the phone and dialed the number.
 
    
 
   Gabi sat, mourning over her charcoal-colored eggs. All she could do was push them around her plate — around and around and around. She had to get out of here or she would simply go crazy. That’s all there was to it.
 
   But where? her mind asked as if to ruin her escape plans.
 
   “Anywhere, but here,” she finally said, grabbing up her sketchbook and pencils — the eggs forgotten.
 
    
 
   “Uncle Drew!” Greg came running down the stairs.
 
   “Hey, Greg.” Andrew gathered him into a bear hug, thrilled beyond words to be with him again. “How’s it going, Buddy?”
 
   “Great! Mom says you’re taking me to soccer again,” Greg said, his excitement bubbling over as it so often did.
 
   “That’s right,” Andrew said, and he did nothing to stop the smile. “I hope that’s all right.”
 
   “All right? It’s stupendous!” Greg dashed out of the room calling, “I’ll get my stuff.”
 
   “He’s a great kid.” Andrew stood and smiled at Pam who was standing there watching them.
 
   “Yeah,” she said, not really sounding like she cared much one way or the other. “Are you sure you want to do this, Andrew?”
 
   “Of course, I love spending time with Greg.” He ducked then, just a touch. “By the way, where’s Bryan?”
 
   She sighed. “Another case. If you ask me, he’d rather be at the office than here.” With that, she plopped down on the overstuffed couch and thumbed through a magazine. 
 
   Andrew contemplated asking what her plans for the day were and then decided not to. “Oh, well, I was just wanting to ask his advice on something.”
 
   Disinterested would have been a step up. “He’s supposed to be here later, maybe you can ask him then.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”
 
   “Oh, no.” Pam sat straight up. “What’s today?”
 
   “Saturday?” Andrew’s eyebrows went up at her sudden panic. “The 25th?”
 
   “The 25th? Where is my head? Greg has an eye appointment this afternoon,” she said, suddenly extremely flustered. “He can’t go to soccer unless I go with him.” Then she shrugged. “Well, I guess he’ll just have to skip soccer this week.”
 
   Knowing how that would crush his nephew, Andrew thought fast. “Oh, Pam, come on. What time’s the eye appointment?”
 
   “2:30.”
 
   “Tell you what I’ll take him to soccer, and we’ll meet you at the Icicle afterward. That way you don’t have to drive all the way over to the park to get him,” Andrew said, hoping she would agree to the plan.
 
   “Oh, that’s too much trouble. Greg doesn’t have to go today.” It was like she had no idea how much Greg loved playing soccer.
 
   “It’s really no trouble,” Andrew said, just as Greg came back in with his backpack.
 
   “I’m ready!”
 
   “What do you say, Pam?” he asked, sliding his fingers into and over Greg’s head, willing her to say yes. The last thing he could take was seeing another child be crushed under agendas and plans they had no control over.
 
   “Well, okay, but I’ll be there at two. Don’t be late,” she finally said, irritated, but obviously relieved to have the morning to herself.
 
   “We won’t be late,” Andrew promised, happy to have averted shattering Greg’s heart over a crummy eye appointment.
 
   Greg went over and kissed his mother on the cheek. “Bye, Mom.”
 
   “Bye,” she said, accepting the kiss without so much as noticing he was standing there.
 
   Andrew looked at Greg and raised his eyebrows as if they were about to make a daring escape. “Let’s bolt.”
 
    
 
   It was still early when Gabi pulled up to the curb of the park. The chill in the air was getting colder. Not many people would be here today, but that was all right with her. She wasn’t up for conversation or crowds anyway. With her sketchbook and pencils, she walked slowly across the grass. Soon even this escape would be covered with snow, and therefore inaccessible. Winter. The dreaded season was upon them.
 
   She curled herself onto the bench and laid her sketchbook in her lap. The trees surrounding the little clearing stood out in stark contrast to the gloomy, gray sky as she began sketching the scene before her.
 
    
 
   “And we wrote Halloween stories, and Miss Liemer’s going to hang them out for the carnival.” Greg chattered away as the little red sports car made a left and crossed the bridge. “I’m going to be a dragon for Halloween, you know? I’ve got the whole suit and everything. Mrs. Sanders didn’t want me to, but Dad said I could.”
 
   Andrew was glad he didn’t have to carry much of the conversation because his mind was not in the car. It had drifted somewhere else while they were writing their Halloween stories. He wondered what she was doing. Saturday, and she could be anywhere. He didn’t even know where she lived, and he berated himself for that again. 
 
   “So, what do you think?” Greg asked, and there was a long silent pause. “Uncle Drew?”
 
   “Huh? Oh, I’m sorry, Greg, what did you say?” Andrew asked, embarrassed for zoning out in the middle of the story.
 
   “What do you think about the Raiders?”
 
   “The Raiders?”
 
   “Yeah, the team we’re playing today,” Greg said, his excitement losing steam.
 
   Andrew glanced over at him and smiled. “Well, I think if you play like you did last week, they won’t have a chance.” He pulled the car to the curb and stopped there.
 
   “You really think I play good?” Greg asked, searching for encouragement as he wound over himself.
 
   “Are you kidding me? I’ve never seen anybody play as good as you.” Considering how little soccer he’d ever witnessed, the comment wasn’t even a lie. “You got your stuff?”
 
   “Of course.” Greg got out and came around to Andrew’s door. “Come on. I don’t want to be late.”
 
   “I’m coming. I’m coming.” He did a final check of the car, got out, and hit the lock button. He looked more appropriate this week, he thought as he crossed the grass. No three piece suit for him today, and if it was up to him, there would be far fewer of them in the future, too. Nope. Stonewashed jeans and a celery green button down. Casual and perfect for this kind of outing. He was proud of himself for that. Maybe he was learning after all.
 
   Greg ran on ahead of him and was already on the field warming up when Andrew entered the clearing and with one glance saw her — sitting on the bench. His heart jolted as if struck by lightning. The butterfly was back.
 
    
 
   Gabi smiled when she saw her favorite subject suddenly appear on the field.  The brown hair, the square jaw, the eyes. It was strange, she thought, as she looked at him, he reminded her of someone.
 
   “Hi there.” At that moment Andrew leaned over the back of the bench, and her pencils scattered from her hand.
 
   Jumping, she spun around in the same motion. “Andrew? What in the world are you doing here?” She couldn’t believe her eyes as he grinned at her, stood and came around the bench where he quickly collected the pencils on the grass. Suddenly closing her eyes ever again sounded like giving him an invitation to disappear, and she was afraid to close them for fear he’d be gone again. Those eyes. Green eyes. Dancing and smiling at her. They looked just like...
 
    
 
   The puzzled look that crossed her face stopped him from making the comment on his lips.
 
   “What?” he asked, holding the pencils and surveying the face he had grown to love. He handed them to her though she looked like she never so much as saw them before he sat down and put his arm across the back of the bench. He laughed and looked down at himself. “What? Do I have something on me?” He rubbed his chin embarrassed, but still she just stared at him. 
 
    
 
   Then, slowly Gabi looked from him out to the field, and suddenly the pieces fell into place and exploded at the same time. This is where she had seen him. At the park, last week, with his son. Andrew had a son? Her mind pushed that back and forth. How could that be? He had a son?
 
   “Oh. Wow, can I see?” he asked, noticing the sketchbook still lying on her lap. He took it from her before she could think to protest. “Wow. This is great! It’s Greg. Right? Man, I never knew you were this good. This is amazing.” 
 
   One-by-one he flipped slowly through the pages as she sat in horror and confusion. 
 
   “Wow, Gabi, these are really good. I bet Greg would love to have this one.” He held one drawing up so she could see it, but at the moment nothing was registering through the haze of questions attacking her brain. “Where did you learn to draw like this? It’s amazing.”
 
   Only now did she remember. The three piece suit, him bending to congratulate his son — Greg. Greg was his son. Andrew had a son. The phrases raced around in her head like frightened pigeons, but she couldn’t make any sense of them. He’d never mentioned a son. It seemed that at some point he would’ve mentioned a son, but then again, he was a natural with the kids at the center. Obviously he’d had more practice than she knew.
 
   “Greg is really good,” she said, slowly, nodding toward the field as her heart shredded.
 
   “Yeah.” With a proud smiled Andrew nodded. “He reminds me of me when I was his age.” He wrinkled his face and laughed. “Except I don’t remember having that much energy.”
 
   “He’s a cute kid,” she said, fighting not to let him hear what she was feeling.
 
   “Takes after his father,” Andrew said, and her heart sank. And they were back to how terrific Andrew Clark was and how deplorable everyone else was in comparison. Full circle had never ached like this. “He’s got Bryan’s eyes.”
 
   “Bryan?” Gabi asked in confusion. “Who’s Bryan?”
 
   “Bryan, my brother — Greg’s father,” Andrew said, looking from the sketches and over to her oddly.
 
   Her eyes widened. “Greg’s…? But I thought...?” 
 
   The end of the sentence hung between them for an awkward moment as Andrew looked at her, confusion tracing across his serious face.
 
   “You thought — what?” he asked, and then it hit him. His eyes widened as well. “You thought Greg was my son?”
 
   She shrank over her shoulders. “Well, you do look an awful lot alike.” 
 
   “Well, I’m flattered — I think.” Looking down at the sketches, he lifted the book. “Have you ever thought about doing something professional with these?”
 
   That struck her as just this side of ridiculous. “The sketches?”
 
   “Yeah. They’re really good. I mean they’re really, really good.”
 
   “There’s not much money in art,” she said, embarrassed, wishing she could make the sketches disappear. “Besides I wouldn’t want to take time away from the center. You know. Not now anyway.”
 
   Not now. Next week she would have to, but not right now. It went unspoken, but the thought ran through both minds simultaneously just the same.
 
   “So, I bet you’re excited about going back to the newsroom,” she said, trying to make conversation even though she hated it. 
 
   “I guess,” he said with no excitement whatsoever. 
 
   It was work to not sound heartbroken. “So, what kind of story are you doing next? Save the whales?”
 
   “No.” He laughed. “I’m more of a hard news kind of guy.”
 
   “Oh, like the DA that just got busted?” she asked, totally oblivious to the storm going on in his world. She’d heard about the scandal on the alarm radio every morning this week. It was apparently a big deal.
 
   “Yeah, something like that,” he said, half-heartedly.
 
   “Story of the year and you’re stuck out in Collins at the youth center,” she said, shaking her head. “Ouch. I bet you were thrilled.”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t know. It wasn’t so bad.” With half a smile, he put his arm across the back of the bench once again as he crossed an ankle over his knee. “I got to wash a few windows, read a few stories, hang around with you.” His eyes said things Gabi knew she would be in trouble to believe. “It wasn’t so bad.”
 
   Her face went hot at the direction her thoughts went, and she looked away to watch the kids on the field. The game had started, and she knew she couldn’t look at him or he would know. 
 
   “He’s very good,” Gabi said, never taking her eyes off the field because doing so was dangerous to her heart.
 
   Andrew sat for a moment, watching Greg kick the ball across the grass. “Yeah, he is.” 
 
   “If you don’t mind my asking, why are you here with him?” she asked suddenly.
 
   His arm fell from the back of the bench, and he folded his hands anchoring his elbows on his knees. “Greg’s parents work a lot.” As if lost in thought, he looked out and watched the kids chase the ball back and forth. “They don’t have much time for anything else.”
 
   “Not even for Greg?” she asked, dismay crowding in on her.
 
   “I don’t think parenthood was what they thought it was going to be,” he said, still looking wholly lost in thought.
 
   Gabi nodded, watching him and then the kids. “I think that’s most people. It takes a lot to bring up a child right — especially now. There’s so much bad stuff they can get into.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s hard to imagine — even Greg, I mean he’s got everything. Every toy in the book, every video game you can imagine, and yet I don’t think any of that really matters to him. You know?”
 
   “Kids need more than toys.” Her gaze fused straight forward. She didn’t dare even a glance at him. Suddenly Greg broke free from the pack, and the ball skidded out in front of him. “Yeah, go Greg!” she yelled, all of her willpower going to the small boy facing the goalie. He stopped, pulled his foot back, and let the ball fly — straight past the goalie’s left shoulder. “Yay!”
 
   They both jumped up together, clapping and cheering.
 
   “Go, Greg.” Andrew cupped his hands to yell and then clapped for all he was worth. “What a shot!  Did you see that? That was awesome!”
 
   “Wow. Great shot,” she said, clapping and smiling. The game resumed, and with touch of awkwardness, they were back sitting on the bench together. Gabi’s heart fluttered when it occurred to her how close he actually was. The feeling of his mere presence was overwhelming to her senses, and nothing seemed to help that.
 
   “You know,” Andrew said with a glance in her general direction. “Greg and I are going out to get something to eat after the game. Do you want to come with us?”
 
   Shock surged through her. “Me?”
 
   “Yes, you,” he said, glancing her way again as if to confirm he was talking to her although there wasn’t anyone else even close.
 
   Gabi laughed as self-consciousness descended on her. “Oh, I don’t know.”
 
   “Come on, what else do you have to do today? Solving world peace?”
 
   She tried to think of something, anything, she had to do today, but it wasn’t working. “Well, I really don’t know that I have anything.”
 
   “Great.” Andrew reached over and picked up her sketchbook. “I’m sure Greg would love to see these.”
 
   Her sketches. Gabi closed her eyes and willed this situation to go away. Andrew wasn’t really here, she told herself, and he wasn’t asking her out. This was all a dream, and she was going to wake up any minute now. She waited for that to happen, but the darkness she wished for never came, and in frustration, she finally rejoined reality.
 
   “Besides you have to eat sometime,” he said, and the softness and hope in his green eyes melted her heart. “Right?” 
 
   Why did he have to be so good looking? Just looking at him sent her heart careening down a roller coaster of emotions, and that was ridiculous, she told herself.  His story was over. Seeing him here was a coincidence and nothing more, she would do well to remember that.
 
    
 
   “We did it!” Greg came running and jumping at the same time over to the bench. “I can’t believe we beat the Raiders!”
 
   “I can’t believe you scored two goals.” Andrew stood and ruffled his nephew’s hair. “Way to go, Kiddo.”
 
   “Five goals. Man, we’ve never scored five goals!  That was so cool!”
 
   “So cool,” Andrew agreed, looking over Greg’s head at her. She smiled at him, at them. They were so cute together. So right. Andrew took hold of him and turned him so that he Greg was facing her but pressed backward against his uncle. “Greg, there’s someone I’d like you to meet. Greg, this is Gabriella Treyvillion. Gabi, this is my nephew, Greg.
 
   “Hi, Greg,” she said, extending her hand to the boy and smiling.
 
   “Hi,” he said, shyly shaking her hand, but letting go quickly.
 
   “Gabi’s going to eat with us.” Andrew hugged Greg to him even as he smiled at Gabi.
 
   “Today?” Greg asked, and his disappointment was evident.
 
   “Yes, today, silly.” Andrew apologized to her with his eyes. “Oh, Greg. Hey, you’ve got to see what Gabi drew. Look at this.” He grabbed the sketchbook and flipped to the first page to show it to Greg.
 
   “Oh. Wow.” Greg’s eyes widened. “That’s awesome. You drew this?”
 
   Gabi smiled and shrugged. “Yeah.” 
 
   His eyes widened even more. “It’s me, right?”
 
   “Yes, it’s you,” she said, chuckling because he seemed so shocked.
 
   Together, the two of them flipped through the sketches.
 
   “Wow, this one is really cool,” he said. “Did you see this one, Uncle Drew?”
 
   Andrew nodded at the picture they had talked about earlier. “I thought you’d like that one.”
 
   “My mom’s going to love these!”
 
   Suddenly everything was moving way too fast for Gabi. She was going out to eat with him and his nephew. She was meeting the in-laws. This was not territory she was familiar with.
 
   “Oh. Saying Mom, we’d better be going, or Pam may beat us there,” Andrew said.
 
   “Can Gabi ride with us?” Greg asked as they started for the cars.
 
   “Sure she can.”
 
   “You can have my seat, Gabi,” Greg said, looking at her. “I don’t mind.”
 
   He skipped on ahead of them, and Andrew looked back at her following a half step behind him, kicking her feet across the grass. His smile spoke of happiness, and he slowed down so she came up next to him.
 
   “Can you believe we beat those Raiders?” Greg turned, skipping backward in front of them. “They were good, too. Almost as good as the Spiders.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, they were good,” Andrew said, not really paying much attention. His mind was busy debating the question of whether or not to take her hand. He wanted to, but she already looked like a cornered animal ready to bolt, and taking her hand now might scare her off for good. That was the last thing he wanted to do so he stuck his in his pocket in case it got any stupid ideas.
 
   “We play the Marlins next week,” Greg chattered on. “But I think we can beat them. What do you think, Gabi?”
 
   “Oh,” she said as if in complete surprise. She glanced up at Andrew and then focused on his nephew. “Well, I think if you play like you did today, you’ll do just fine.”
 
   Greg smiled at her and bounced along happily.  They reached the car, and Andrew went around to let them in. 
 
   “I can’t believe I scored two goals!” Greg tumbled into the tiny backseat. “Dad’s never going to believe this!”
 
   Andrew waited for Gabi to get settled into her seat; then he shut the door firmly. She wasn’t going to get away this time. No. She wasn’t. Not if he had any say about the matter.
 
    
 
   Although it took only five minutes, to Gabi the drive to the Icicle seemed interminable. Greg kept up a one-man monologue in the back, and she nodded in all the right places, but she couldn’t keep her mind off of the proximity of Andrew in the opposite front seat. How perfectly right he looked there, with his stylish sunglasses on and his hand on the gearshift. Oh, she was losing this battle. Badly. 
 
   When they pulled up to the restaurant, she didn’t even wait for Andrew to put the car in park before she unbuckled and grabbed for the door handle. Her nerves were shaking so bad, she could hardly keep herself from doing something stupid. Calm down, she told herself furiously, but nothing was working. Why did he have to look like that? Why did he have to smile at her like that, like he liked her, like this was anything other than what she knew it had to be?
 
   “So, do you think you’ll come to next week’s game too, Gabi?” Greg asked, crawling out of the backseat with her sketchbook in his hands. How had that happened? Reality was starting to spiral out of her grasp, and she had no idea how to get it back.
 
   “Oh, I don’t know, Greg,” she said, taken off guard by the question. She didn’t want to break his heart if she said no, but she didn’t want to lead anyone on either. “Um. I guess I’ll have to see.”
 
   “Well, I hope you do,” Greg said with such happiness and hope that Gabi’s heart turned over. He was such a cute kid, how could she say no?
 
   “I’ll try,” she said, smiling at him, and Greg’s face lit up.
 
    
 
   Andrew watched them. He loved watching her — especially with kids. She had a knack for it, and besides the Antonio incident, he hadn’t met a kid yet that didn’t love her.
 
   “I’m really hungry, Uncle Drew. Can I have a hamburger?” Greg asked as they sat in a booth, Greg and Andrew on one side and Gabi on the other.
 
   “Can?” Gabi asked. “Is that what you said?”
 
   “I mean may,” Greg said, correcting himself.
 
   “Well, since you said ‘may’,” Andrew said. “I think the answer is yes.”
 
   They all laughed. 
 
   “So, Gabi what do you do?” Greg asked, sounding more like he was 30 rather than 10.
 
   “I work at a center for kids.” Gabi worked to not look amused as she studied her menu carefully. In fact, reality was starting to set in. She only had two dollars with her, but that was the very last thing she wanted Andrew to know. 
 
   “What do you do at the center?”
 
   “Umm, I teach little kids,” Gabi said, realizing the only thing she could really afford was a soft drink. She was hungry, but pride was more important than hunger at this moment.
 
    
 
   “What kind of little kids?” Greg asked, and Andrew suddenly realized that Greg really did have Bryan’s gift. He was doing a better job of entertaining Gabi than Andrew was.
 
   “Four-year-olds.” She folded her menu and set it to the side, brushing her dark hair back. 
 
   “Eeewww.” Greg scrunched up his nose. “Four-year-olds?”
 
   Laughing at him, she laid her hands on the table. “Ah, they’re not so bad.” 
 
   “May I take your order?” the waitress asked, standing at the table.
 
   “I want a cheeseburger,” Greg said, “and a Coke.”
 
   Andrew looked up when the waitress looked at him. “I’ll have the same.” 
 
   Gabi slid her menu down between the salt and pepper shakers. “I’ll just have a Coke.” 
 
   “Is that all?” the waitress asked, pen poised for more.
 
   “Yeah, I’m not really all that hungry.”
 
    “All right.” The waitress shrugged and headed back to the kitchen
 
   Andrew noticed how thoroughly Gabi managed to not look at them as she perused the restaurant.
 
   “So, where did you learn to draw like that?” Greg asked, resuming the conversation he carried on so easily. Yes. He was definitely his father’s son.
 
   “Oh, here and there.” Her gaze slipped over to Andrew’s and then dropped to the table.
 
   “Did you take art in school?” Greg asked.
 
   “No, they didn’t have art where I went to school, but when I was out of school, I went to this place, and this lady there was really good at it. She kind of taught me how.”
 
   “That’s cool. I wish I could draw like that.” Pulling out the sketchbook again, Greg looked through it as Andrew peered over his shoulder. “This really looks like me.”
 
   Gabi smiled clearly embarrassed. “I’m glad you think so.” On her side, she folded and unfolded her napkin as if it held the secrets of life.
 
   “Gregory Paul!” a woman hissed right behind Gabi, and Gabi jumped a foot and spun.
 
   “Hey, Pam.” Andrew said, straightening.
 
    
 
   “Hello, Andrew.” Pam, who Gabi thought looked like a model the second she saw her, lifted her chin. 
 
   Gabi had to force her hand to stay on the table and not smooth her own hair down. She looked like Cinderella’s sad, ugly stepsister next to the regal woman now standing next to her. 
 
   “Are you ready to go?”
 
   “Mom, I haven’t eaten yet.” 
 
   She checked her watch. “Well, it’s 2 o’clock. If we’re going to have time to get to the doctor’s, we’d better go now.”
 
   “I can’t stay and eat?” Greg asked, his voice falling into pathetic.
 
   “We’ll get something after the appointment,” Pam said shortly.
 
   Greg dragged himself out of the booth, barely moving. “But I’m hungry now.”
 
   “Come on, Pam,” Andrew said, trying to be diplomatic, “the food should be out here any minute. Greg can take it with him.”
 
   “Yeah, Mom, please.” 
 
   “Well.” Pam pursed her lipstick covered lips and checked her watch again. “All right, but only a couple of minutes. I’m not driving like a maniac to get across town.”
 
   “Why don’t you have a seat while you wait?” Andrew asked, indicating the seat next to Gabi who couldn’t think of a worse suggestion in all the world.
 
   “Oh.” It was as if Pam had just noticed Gabi sitting there for the first time. She smiled like a queen. “Hi, I’m Pam Clark.”
 
   Her nails were perfect, Gabi noticed without trying to. She wished she didn’t have to compare her own hand by shaking Pam’s extended one.
 
   “Hi, I’m Gabriella Treyvillion.” The comparison was not at all in her favor.
 
   “Oh, Mom, you’ve gotta see this.” Greg grabbed the sketchbook as Pam edged in beside Gabi. “Gabi drew a picture of me playing soccer.”
 
   Greg handed Pam the sketchbook, and Pam flipped through it slowly. Gabi wanted to disappear. She had never had so many people look at her work. It was doing very bad things to her heart.
 
   “These are wonderful,” Pam finally said, and for the first time since entering, she sounded mildly enthusiastic. “Are you a professional?”
 
   “No.” Gabi hardly got the word out. “It’s just a hobby.”
 
   “Well, I think you missed your calling,” Pam said, more than a little impressed. “I really like this one.”
 
   “Me, too.” Nearly coming over the table Greg got a glimpse of the sketch. “That’s my favorite too.”
 
   “I’ve got two cheeseburgers and fries,” the waitress said suddenly appearing next to Pam.
 
   “Could we get a take-out box for one of those?” Andrew asked, and the waitress raised her eyebrows. “He’s got an appointment he’s going to be late for.”
 
   “Sure,” she said as if that was going to ruin her whole day, but she left to get the box.
 
   “Well, it was nice to meet you.” Pam stood, her smile was as perfect as the rest of her.
 
   “Yeah, nice to meet you too,” Gabi said, half-smiling. Intimidated was no longer just a word in the dictionary. 
 
   It was hard not to notice the differences between her and Pam. Pam was perfect from head-to-toe — hair, nails, make-up, clothes, even her smile was perfect. Gabi felt very plain next to her. Now she knew without question that Andrew was only being nice asking her to go out with them. She couldn’t compete with women like Pam, and obviously that was the sort of women Andrew was used to.
 
   Vacating the seat next to Andrew, Greg stood next to the table. “Bye, Gabi.” 
 
   “Bye, Greg, it was nice to meet you,” Gabi said, and her smile this time was genuine. Ever so slowly Greg inched toward her side.
 
   “Thanks for coming to my game,” Greg said, softly.
 
   “You’re welcome. You’re really good.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said and then quickly leaned in and hugged her.
 
   “Oh.” The gesture took Gabi off-guard, but only for a second, and she quickly returned the hug.
 
   “Well, bye.” Greg let Gabi go just as the waitress returned with the box.
 
   With one motion, Pam dumped the food into the box. “Tell Uncle Drew thanks, Greg.” 
 
   “Bye, Greg.” Andrew gathered him in for a quick hug.
 
   “Bye, Uncle Drew. I had a good time. Thanks.” 
 
   “You’re very welcome. I had a good time too.” 
 
   And with that Pam and Greg walked out leaving the two of them in silence.
 
   Gabi averted her eyes from his face and studied her glass of Coke. She couldn’t look at him — not after seeing perfect Pam, his perfect sister-in-law. Her heart clutched her breath as she thought how dowdy she must seem compared to Pam. She forced her hand to stay at her side and not reach up to smooth her flat, lifeless hair. She wished she’d worn a little make-up — any at all. But now she was stuck looking like the sorry handmaiden to the queen in Pam’s wake.
 
    
 
   Andrew concentrated on his cheeseburger. He was embarrassed by the spectacle Pam had just made. Gabi must think he belonged to a family of snobs, snobs who didn’t even care about their own kids.  It was obvious to him that Gabi loved kids — all kids — with no regard to how much they owned or how much they had. They were kids, and to her they all needed love. That thought stole his heart and ran away with it.
 
   “So, do you take Greg out a lot?” she asked, breaking into his thoughts. 
 
   “Sometimes.” It hurt to remember how reluctant he had been to take out his nephew only the week before. 
 
   “I think that’s great.”
 
   He glanced at her but only that. “I wish Pam and Bryan took him out more.” 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I don’t know. It just seems like Greg is the last thing on their lists of things to do.”
 
   One side of her lips lifted. “But he’s a great kid. They must’ve done something right.”
 
   “That’s true, I guess.” Andrew wondered how much of Greg’s greatness was really due to the nurturing of his parents. This conversation was quickly ruining his appetite. He picked up a fry and twirled it in his fingers. “I was surprised to see you today. I figured you’d be at the center.”
 
   “I do have a life outside of the center,” Gabi said, and defensiveness rang through the words. 
 
   “Oh, no. I didn’t mean that. I meant...” Andrew struggled to figure out how to right this train wreck. Why was just talking to her so incredibly difficult?
 
   “It’s okay,” Gabi said with a tired sigh. “I know what you meant. It’s just that sometimes I really need a break from it. You know?”
 
   He felt bad about not being able to think of something else to talk about, something that wouldn’t cause her more pain. But he could think of nothing. Silence filled the space between them.
 
   “Be honest. How much help will the articles really be?” Andrew finally asked slowly, his heart telling him the answer he most did not want to hear.
 
   Gabi swirled her Coke but said nothing.
 
   “I was afraid of that.” He sighed, flipping the final bite of his burger back onto the plate, no longer hungry. 
 
   Articles or no articles, the center would close in a week — two weeks at the most, and that would mean that one more window of opportunity for the kids there would close. 
 
   “There’s got to be something we can do,” he said more to himself than to her as he put his elbows on the table and put his hands up to his mouth.
 
   She shook her head. “Even if we get all the grants, even if we can stay open through Christmas, even if we come up with $75,000, there’s nothing to keep us from facing this again in four months or six months. That’s just how it is.”
 
   He shook his head and narrowed his eyes. “There has to be a way.”
 
   Gabi smiled at that and glanced over at him with sadness and resignation. “Well, short of a major miracle…” 
 
   However, as he sat there, thinking through it all, Andrew’s mind hit upon a plan. It was a long shot and making it work would take a lot of leg work and even more hours, but in a heartbeat, he knew it was something he could do. His rational side said it was a waste of time, but his heart was already working on the logistics of putting his plan into action.
 
   “Where’d you go?” she asked, looking at him with a tilt of her head.
 
   Andrew smiled at her, deciding not to share the windfall idea just yet.
 
   “I was just thinking about Antonio,” he said softly, voicing the thought that had actually been on his mind off and on for 24 hours now as he brushed his hands together. “What happens on Monday?”
 
    
 
   Gabi could no longer hold his gaze. Antonio and Monday. She wasn’t prepared for either. In fact, down deep it was one reason she had gone to the park today — to keep from thinking about the disaster awaiting her in that classroom come Monday morning.
 
   “Gabi?”
 
   She smiled a weak smile that did nothing to inspire confidence. “Antonio scares me.”
 
   He backed up three inches with a look of off-handed disbelief. “Come on, Gabi, he’s a kid.”
 
   “I know, but I just don’t have what it takes to reach him,” she said, being more honest with him than she had even been with herself. “Not like you do.”
 
   Andrew thought this over, not saying anything for a long moment. “He’s just a scared little boy,” Andrew finally said, watching closely for her reaction.
 
   The laugh was soft and had nothing but skepticism attached to it. “I know that in my mind, and believe me I want to help him, but…” She shook her head and looked away from him. “I don’t know. When he looks at me...” The thought made her shiver.
 
   Sighing, Andrew nodded and took a sip of his drink. “So, what happens if the two of you can’t get along?”
 
   “Jerry said he’ll take Antonio out if he can’t behave,” Gabi said, wishing she didn’t have to go through proving he couldn’t behave for her. The marks on her arm had faded more than the ones on her courage had.
 
    
 
   Andrew sat in silence, thinking through this problem as well. Antonio needed the center. He needed people who really cared. And even if he didn’t know it yet, he needed what Gabi had to give him. His heart suddenly made the decision his head had been toying with for a week, and in one breath, he knew he had things to get into place to make that happen. 
 
   He looked over at her non-existent food. “Are you ready to go back?” 
 
   Like a sprung Jack-in-the-box, she jumped into movement. “Oh, sure. Of course.”
 
   Andrew paid the check, and they left. He walked her to the car and opened the door for her. 
 
    
 
   Once inside, Gabi wished for Greg’s chattering. The car was very, very quiet as Andrew got in and started it.
 
   They rode in silence as Gabi fought the emotions running through her. She sneaked another glance at Andrew’s silhouette as he drove, and she wished with everything she had that she could be one of the women in his circle. Then she would have a chance with him. But as it stood, they were from two different worlds, and nothing would bridge the gap between them.
 
   He pulled into the park and drove around the winding roadway. She pointed out her car, which he drove to and stopped behind.
 
   When he had stopped, however, he didn’t move. “I had a really nice time, Gabi,” he said, staring straight ahead.
 
   “Yeah, me, too. Thanks for asking me.” And it wasn’t a lie.
 
   “Anytime.” He glanced over at her with a small smile that ripped her heart out. He was gorgeous, and she was trash. How she wished it was anything other than what it was.
 
   “Good luck with your stories,” she said softly, not daring to look at him again. That was deadly to a girl’s heart. “I guess I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Okay.” He nodded. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   She waited a beat and then reached for the door handle.
 
   “Yeah, well take care,” she said as she jumped from the car.
 
   “You, too.”
 
   As she closed the door, she shook her head, knowing in her heart that her wanting him would make no difference. “Bye,” she said and slammed the door. 
 
   Walking slowly to her car, Gabi berated herself again for thinking she might have a chance with him. She had to stop doing this to herself. Getting crushed didn’t get any easier no matter how many times it happened. 
 
   She got into her car and drove away — leaving her heart back in the little red sports car with him.
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 11
 
    
 
   No one even noticed when Andrew entered the newsroom, and that was fine by him.  He felt detached from the familiar scene. Like an outsider — not a main player. He strode directly to Bill’s office and didn’t even knock. “Got a minute?” 
 
   “Andrew!” Bill looked up, sat back and waved him in. “I thought you’d deserted the cause. I just read through two of the stories. First-rate I have to say. I knew you’d do that story justice.”
 
   “Thanks.” Sitting in the chair, Andrew gathered his courage. 
 
   “So, what can I do for you?”
 
   “I need some time off.” Somehow he got the words out before he lost his nerve. That in and of itself was a miracle.
 
   Bill’s eyebrows shot up in disbelief. “Time off? Family problem?”
 
   “No.” Andrew shook his head. “I’m just a little more burned out than I realized.”
 
   “I see.” Bill narrowed his eyes in concern. “The investigation?”
 
   Andrew hadn’t thought of that in some time, but it was as good an excuse as anything.
 
   “Yeah, that’s part of it,” he said, realizing that was at least partly true. “I just need a little time to get it back together — you know? Get my head back on straight.”
 
   Bill sighed. “Well, of course, you can have the time. How much do you want? A couple of days?”
 
   “Two weeks,” Andrew said firmly as Bill shot him another questioning look.
 
   “Two weeks?” Worry coursed down his boss’s face. “Are you job hunting, Andrew?”
 
   “No. No. Nothing like that. I’m just really burned out, and I need to take some time and get some things back in perspective. That’s all.”
 
   His boss narrowed his gaze further. “And the investigation?”
 
   “Oh, I’m not leaving or anything. If they need me, just give me a call. I’ll be happy to come in.”
 
   Bill sat in silence for a moment. “Your stories?” he finally asked.
 
   “They’re all in. Edited and ready,” Andrew said, trying to squelch the feeling of being about to be released to recess.
 
   “And the DA thing?”
 
   “It’s not my story anymore,” Andrew said, with no trace of regret.
 
   The concern across the desk grew. “Are you sure everything’s all right?” 
 
   Andrew nodded. “Never been better. All I need is a little time, and I’ll be back better than ever.”
 
   “Well, okay. Then I guess get out of here. If we need you, I’ll call.” 
 
   Standing from the chair, Andrew extended his hand across the abyss that was the editor’s desk. “I appreciate this, Bill.”
 
   “You take care of yourself,” Bill said, the worry never leaving his face.
 
   “I will.”
 
    
 
   The red sports car roared to life, and Andrew sped away from his old life. He was now a man on a mission. He had two weeks, and he was going to make every second count.
 
   Bryan’s house was aglow with soft yellow light, and it looked very inviting. Not like his lonely apartment. Home. It looked like home, and suddenly a home was exactly what he wanted to create. But first things first.
 
   He strode up the long walk from the curb, rang the doorbell and greeted a surprised Pam. “Hi, Pam, is Bryan in?”
 
   “Yeah, come on in.”
 
   “Andrew.” Coming through the entry Bryan caught sight of his brother and came over to shake his hand.
 
   “Hi, Bryan, do you have a few minutes? I have a favor to ask you,” Andrew said, running his fingers through his hair, nervous in spite of himself. As much as he wanted to tell himself differently, this wasn’t any normal, run-of-the-mill favor. This one could very well decide the lives of more people than he might ever even know.
 
   “Absolutely,” Bryan said with an odd look. “Do you want to go in the den or the office?”
 
   “The office would be good.” 
 
   Bryan led the way, and Andrew followed, suddenly feeling like the little brother again. In Andrew’s eyes, Bryan had always been the king. The one who knew everything, the leader in all things important.
 
   “What can I do for you?” Bryan asked, sitting on one of the couches rather than at the desk.
 
   Andrew sat, took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly — organizing the quick notes he had made in his head on the way over. “I’ve been doing a story out in Collins.”
 
   “Collins?” Bryan asked with a knowing nod. “Tough assignment.”
 
   “Yeah. That was my first reaction,” Andrew said, seeing no reason to lie or to be defensive. He knew what others thought of Collins because he himself had thought the very same things. “But I’ve met some people out there, and they’ve changed my impressions of the place. I can’t explain it exactly, but I’ve been working out at a center there — a center for kids.”
 
   “In Collins?”
 
   “Yeah. Anyway, this center is in financial trouble, big time. They’ve been trying for grants, but money’s tight, and well, their funding’s drying up.”
 
   Bryan looked completely unfazed but more than a little confused. “And that’s a problem, why?”
 
   “Look, I know this is a stretch for you — it was for me, too, but the only way that place has a chance is if it gets some corporate sponsors — permanent ones.”
 
   “Corporate sponsors? I’m not following you,” Bryan said puzzled with a slow shake of his head.
 
   Andrew exhaled and gathered his courage. He felt like he was asking for the keys to the world. “Well, I was thinking that if say maybe five or ten corporations in the city chipped in each year, we could all but fund the center internally without having to ask for as many outside grants.”
 
   Bryan’s face fell into condescension and disdain “And what corporations do you think you can get to fund your little project?” 
 
   “Well, to be honest, I was hoping your law firm would be a charter sponsor,” Andrew said, for once not bowing, bending, or backtracking to the tone in Bryan’s voice.
 
   “Turner and Clark?” Bryan laughed as skepticism rained down his face. “Why in the world would we want to do that?”
 
   “Because it’s a good cause, because the kids need a break, because it’s tax deductible, and because I’m your brother, and I’m asking for a favor.”
 
   That threw Bryan into stunned silence.
 
   “How much do they need?” he finally asked to fill the space.
 
   “$75,000 to stay opened through Christmas,” Andrew said, without blinking. “I’m not asking for all of it, only as much as you can handle. And I’m not asking you to give it blindly either. You could come Monday and see the place for yourself. Spend a little time with the kids. I’m sure you’ll see what a great opportunity this is.”
 
   None of the skepticism had left. “Well, I’m not so sure about that.”
 
   “Well, I am.”
 
   Bryan nodded slowly. “And who else are you going to approach with this?” 
 
   “Whoever will listen.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Early Monday morning Gabi traced up the steps to the front door of the center with lead feet. Ten more times and counting. Or was it nine? Or five? 
 
   The first of the stories had been in yesterday’s paper. She had made it to the newspaper stand just as it hit the streets. It was a good article, but it wasn’t enough, and she knew it. All the wonderful words in the world wouldn’t save them now. 
 
   Worse, Andrew was back at his desk somewhere across town working on a new story with a new angle. She shook her head as she opened the heavy door and stepped into the cold hallway. She had to quit thinking about him. Andrew Clark was gone. Out of her life. He had moved on — both because he had to and because he wanted to. And the sooner she faced that fact, the better off she would be.
 
   She trudged down the hallway and opened her own door. The room looked drab, cold, sad. It knew, she thought in spite of begging herself not to notice. It knew it would be alone in a few short days. No kids, no projects, no Gabi. And it was sad.
 
   Slowly, deliberately she went through the motions of getting ready for the kids, but her heart wasn’t in it anymore. Everywhere she looked she saw Andrew. Andrew kneeling on the floor coloring with the kids. Andrew holding the kids through story time. Andrew lying on the floor for naptime, one kid on each arm, and Andrew holding her close to him the last time they were in this room together. 
 
   She could smell his cologne, feel the softness of his shirt on her cheek, hear his voice telling her everything would be all right. But it wasn’t all right. And it never would be again. She was here alone to face the on-coming rush of problems. But now it was worse. Without him, there was an emptiness that had never been here before. It filled every fiber in her soul until all she wanted to do was run far and fast away from this place.
 
   The knock on the door brought her back to reality.
 
   “Miss T?” Mrs. Lawrence asked, leading Shaniquille into the room.
 
   “Good morning,” Gabi said, trying desperately to appear cheerful but not at all sure it was working.
 
   “I’m sorry I’m early, but I have an appointment with my guidance counselor before classes this morning, and I hoped it wouldn’t be a problem to drop her off early.”
 
   “It’s no problem.” Gabi helped Shaniquille take her coat off. “Shaniquille, can keep me company while I wait for the others.”
 
   Mrs. Lawrence smiled. “I really appreciate this.”
 
   “Anytime,” Gabi said as a horrible thought stabbed through her mind. She pushed it away as Mrs. Lawrence left. Then she looked down at the little girl whose eyes held such trust. “So, what do you want to do?”
 
   “May I color?” Shaniquille asked in her little girl voice.
 
   “Sure.” Gabi brought the coloring supplies. “Here you go. You can sit right here, and I’ll even color with you. How’s that?”
 
   “Great.”
 
   Gabi folded herself onto the floor beside the little girl and began coloring. 
 
   Shaniquille was on her third balloon when she tipped her head. “When does Mr. Clark get here?”
 
   Next to her, Gabi stopped in mid-stroke. “Mr. Clark?”
 
   “Yeah. Will he be here soon? He sure is nice,” Shaniquille said as she ran the red crayon across the paper.
 
   “Yeah. He’s nice.” Letting out a breath, Gabi wondered how to handle this situation. She hadn’t thought to prepare the children for his disappearance. “Umm, I’m not sure if Mr. Clark will be coming in today, Shaniquille. He has another job across town, and he may have to go to that job today.”
 
   “Oh, well, that’s okay,” Shaniquille said thoughtfully. “He’ll be here tomorrow.”
 
   Gabi’s heart twisted into a knot so tight she couldn’t breathe. How was she going to face this without him? How was she going to explain over and over again that he wouldn’t be here, that he wasn’t coming back? Worse, as silly as it sounded, and as much as she hated herself for it, she needed him here. The kids needed him, but she needed him, too. Suddenly facing the future without him was as frightening as any past she’d ever known.
 
    
 
   Andrew smiled in spite of himself when he saw her car in the lot. It had been a productive two days since he’d last seen her, and he couldn’t wait to tell her the news. He ran up the steps and headed straight for her room. Of course, he would have to talk to Jerry, but that could wait. First, he had to tell her.
 
   When he reached the door, he stopped with his hand on the knob. There she sat on the floor, coloring with Shaniquille. A picture of her sketches came back to him, and he smiled again. She was still making life beautiful for everyone around her. Quietly he opened the door and peered in. 
 
   Just then, Shaniquille looked up and caught sight of him.
 
    
 
   “Mr. Clark!” Shaniquille shouted right in Gabi’s ear, and Gabi jumped a foot. Shaniquille leaped to her feet and was at the door and in his embrace in a second. Gabi followed her up and over with unbelieving, concerned eyes. Andrew? But how? Why?
 
   “Hey, Shaniquille.” Andrew drew the little girl in to him, even bending to look her in the eye. He was back in his three-piece suit, a dark one with a light blue shirt and striped tie. He looked amazing.
 
   “Miss T said you wouldn’t be here today,” Shaniquille said, her voice gravely serious as she took his hand and led him over to the tiny table, “but I’m glad you are.”
 
   “So am I.” Andrew looked over at Gabi and smiled. “Good morning.”
 
   “Andrew? What? Why? How?” she asked, knowing she should finish one thought before ten others flooded in on her, but that wasn’t working.
 
   “Did anyone ever tell you you’d make a great reporter?” He laughed. “You have the five w’s down pat.”
 
   Gabi laughed softly in embarrassment and shook her head to clear the questions away. “What’re you doing here?” 
 
   “Well.” Leaving Shaniquille coloring, Andrew stood. “I did a lot of thinking after we talked on Saturday, and I decided to take a two week leave from the paper.”
 
   “A two week leave?” Gabi asking in ever-growing confusion. “Why?”
 
   “Because I think I’m needed more here.”
 
   Hope clawed for the surface, but she beat it back. Getting excited was a one-way ticket to getting crushed again. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Well, the truth is I want to do more than a couple of articles, and if you’ll have me, I’d like to see if I can help you keep this place open.”
 
   Gabi looked at him, not believing nor understanding. “How?”
 
   “I already started this weekend.” He plunged forward. “I contacted some corporations in the city — people I know from the paper — and I asked them to come out and see the place today.”
 
   Her eyes widened. “The center?”
 
   “Yeah.” He shrugged with one shoulder. “I want them to help us.”
 
   Us. The word stuck in her head, but what was he saying? She swallowed all the questions she wanted to ask.
 
   “They’ve agreed to come out for a visit today. Then maybe they’ll agree to donate funds to help the center stay open.”
 
   Hope surged so forcefully, it took her breath away. “Through Christmas?”
 
   “That’s target one,” he said, in total business mode now. He looked ready to take on the world.
 
   “Target one?”
 
   “Yeah. The way I see it we’ve got three targets — the first is to stay open through Christmas, the second is to not have to worry about shutting the place down every other month, and the third is to do some real improvements.”
 
   That was just crazy talk to Gabi, and she laughed softly. “Real improvements? Like what?”
 
   “Well, like heating, and supplies, and new equipment. Maybe a study room for the older kids, and a real play room for the little ones.”
 
   She shook her head as if that was no more than a pipe dream. “But all that stuff takes money, Andrew. Money we don’t have.”
 
   “No. We don’t. But they do. Don’t you see?” he asked, getting more excited with each word. “These people need what we can give them — a trained, well-educated, enthusiastic work force.”
 
   Incredulousness hit her. “Work force?”
 
   “The kids. If we can help these kids get a better education, stay off the streets, and get into college, then that benefits the business community. They get back something for what they put into the project.”
 
   “And you think this will work?”
 
   “I know it will,” Andrew said with solid confidence. “Think about it, Gabi. During the summers, we can send our kids into their businesses to be interns, and during the school year, they can come out here and help us train. Everybody wins.”
 
   “Sounds nice,” she said with nowhere near as much confidence. “And who’s going to arrange this meeting of the minds?”
 
   He pulled up, stood straight, and looked right at her. “I am.”
 
   Suddenly all words failed her. She hadn’t dreamt she would even see him today, but this was too much.
 
   “Have you told Jerry?” she asked slowly.
 
   “That’s my next stop.”
 
    
 
   Jerry downed another antacid tablet and dug deeper into the paperwork piling up around him. This nightmare of work would soon be over, and although he felt badly about the center’s imminent demise, he couldn’t say he wasn’t ready to see the end of the paperwork.
 
   The knock on the door hardly registered. He didn’t even look up.
 
    
 
   “Hey, Jerry, got a minute?” Andrew knocked again on the open door.
 
   “Andrew.” Jerry’s face lit up in surprise and delight. “I didn’t expect to see you here today.”
 
   “I couldn’t stay away.” Coming in, Andrew took a seat across from Jerry.
 
   Jerry smiled. “The place can have that effect on people. The first two articles were terrific. Bill certainly knew what he was doing when he put you on this story.”
 
   Andrew doubted that. “Listen, Jerr. I have a proposal.” 
 
   “A proposal?” Jerry asked clearly not expecting such a thing. “What kind of proposal?”
 
   “Well, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, and I think I’ve come up with a way to solve all your problems.”
 
   “That would be a nice change.”
 
   “Well, okay, not all your problems, but most of the ones that have to do with the center.”
 
   Leaning back in his chair, Jerry held his pen with both sets of fingers. “I’m listening.”
 
   And then, Andrew proceeded to outline in detail his ideas for saving and subsequently rebuilding the center. 
 
   “So, what you’re saying is you’ve asked these businessmen…”
 
   “And women.”
 
   “Business people to come out here and look the place over in hopes that they’ll donate money to keep this place open?” 
 
   “Basically.” It was difficult for Andrew to not get concerned that he had over-stepped his bounds. Worse yet was sitting there letting Jerry weigh the biggest leap of faith of his life. 
 
   “Andrew,” Jerry finally said, and he sounded both resigned and tired. “Believe me, I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but we’ve been down this road before, and the business community isn’t interested in getting involved with kids from Collins. I hate to say that, but it’s true. Why don’t you just go back to the paper where you belong? This isn’t your fight.”
 
   Andrew thought about that a moment. No was not the answer he was expecting, and resignation threatened to take him over as well. But then, suddenly he saw Gabi’s face and Antonio’s, and he knew in his heart maybe more than ever before that it was his fight.
 
   “With all due respect, Jerry, I think you’re wrong,” Andrew said with quiet determination. “These kids need help from all of us. Now, I know you’ve been here a lot longer than I have, but maybe that makes me perfect for this job. Maybe they’ll listen to me.”
 
   A sigh and Jerry shook his head. “And what if they don’t?”
 
   “Then what have we lost?” Andrew asked simply. “Please, Jerry, just let me try. I can’t just walk away from this place and watch it die without knowing I did everything I could to save it.”
 
   Jerry blinked and then exhaled slowly. “Okay. I’m not going to say no, but be careful. Putting too much into this place is dangerous. I know, I’ve done it.”
 
   Andrew could see it in the older man’s eyes. The problems were taking their toll on him, and Andrew added another target to his growing list.
 
    
 
   At lunch, Andrew sat munching quietly at the table with Antonio planted firmly on one side of him and Shaniquille on the other as the chattering around him rose in pitch. But he didn’t hear it. Not really. He was mentally preparing for his date with destiny in only two short hours. 
 
   He had taken this tour himself only ten days before, and now he would be leading it. He traced and retraced the possible routes in his mind. Which one would deliver the most punch? Which one would ensure he got a yes — or at least a maybe, or at least not an outright no?
 
    
 
   Gabi watched him from across the table in short glances. He had been quiet all morning, and even now he looked a million miles away. He was out battling the dragons that stood ready to devour the center. She knew it. She could see it in his eyes. It was a lonely battle. She knew that all too well. Even so, she was determined to lend whatever assistance she could. They were in this together — win or lose. Though in all likelihood it would be lose.
 
    
 
   The visitors were scheduled to arrive at 2:30, and by 1:15 Gabi was a basket case. 
 
   “Do you have a plan?” she whispered to him over the napping children.
 
   “Of course I have a plan,” he said softly, but the nerves in his voice were evident.
 
   “Will you tell me what it is?”
 
   Andrew looked at her with uncertain eyes and tried to smile. “Well, I thought I’d show them around, and then sit them down in one of the classrooms and explain my plan to them.”
 
   “That’s one way to do it.” Gabi wondered if she should tell him her idea.
 
   “You got a better plan?”
 
   “Maybe. I think we ought to try the Andrew Clark approach,” Gabi said, serious and teasing at the same time.
 
   “And what’s that?” he asked, arching a wary eyebrow at her.
 
   She shrugged. “Throw them in and make them help.” 
 
   Andrew looked horrified.
 
   “No, come on, listen,” Gabi said quickly before he nixed her idea. “You could assign each of them to a child for an hour or so. Let them get a feel for what we do around here. It worked on you, didn’t it?”
 
   In a way she was right. At first he had stayed to see her, but once he’d gotten involved with the kids, he was hooked, too.
 
   “So, what do you say?” she asked.
 
   He grinned and nodded. “I say you’re a genius.”
 
    
 
   “I think I’d better take off so I can welcome our guests,” Andrew whispered to Gabi an hour later, sliding on his suit coat.
 
   “Oh, okay.” It was at that moment that she saw the little boy hovering at Andrew’s right knee. Antonio. She hadn’t thought about this problem, and it could be real trouble.
 
   “Antonio,” Gabi said in her best fearless voice that was one pitch away from cracking, “why don’t you come with me, and we’ll color with some of the others?”
 
   Looking at her with that same look she had seen the first day, Antonio took hold of Andrew’s leg, crinkling all the material his tiny fingers came in contact with. Gabi held her hand out to him, fully aware of the danger in that simple gesture.
 
   “I’ll tell you what, Antonio.” Just like that, Andrew bent down to the little boy’s height. “If you will help Miss T for me while I’m gone, I’ll take you with me when I go play basketball with the big boys today. How would that be?”
 
   Gabi looked down at him in disbelief. What was he doing? Bringing Antonio to play basketball with the older kids could mean big trouble, but only she seemed to know that at the moment, and she wasn’t going to say it out loud to either of them.
 
   “Will you help Miss T while I’m gone? Can you do that for me?” Andrew looked directly into the child’s eyes. Slowly the little head moved — up, then down. Once. “Good. I knew I could count on you. Now I’ll be back in a little while with some other people who are coming to see you. Okay? You be good.”
 
    
 
   Andrew stood up, holding Antonio’s tiny hand in his own. He looked at Gabi and smiled. She looked as scared as Antonio did. 
 
   “Miss T, I have someone who wants to be your special helper today,” Andrew said as if he was introducing them for the first time. “This is Antonio.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Antonio,” Gabi said, clearly willing her voice not to shake as she looked down at the child. 
 
   Andrew looked down at the child. “Antonio?”
 
    
 
   Slowly, Antonio’s gaze came up to Gabi’s, and instantly she knew she wasn’t looking at the same little monster who had come into her classroom the week before. This little boy was frightened and fragile. She smiled kindly and extended her hand. “Come on, you can help me collect the colors.”
 
   Ever so slowly the little hand reached out and took hers. She smiled at the boy and then at Andrew. 
 
   “We’ll be fine,” she said, and for the first time she meant it.
 
    
 
   “Mr. Harwood.” Andrew extended his hand to the graying man. “I’m so glad you could make it.”
 
   “Well, Andrew, I was a little surprised by your call, but I’m always willing to find ways that QuikMart can serve the community,” the older gentleman said, smiling.
 
   “This is Jerry Richardson.” Andrew turned to Jerry. “He runs the center.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Richardson,” Mr. Harwood said.
 
   Jerry shook the man’s hand. “Likewise.” 
 
   The introductions had proceeded thus for some twenty minutes, and by now there were about a dozen civic-minded businesses represented in the lobby.
 
   “I think if you all don’t mind.” Andrew strode to the center of the room. “We’d like to go ahead and get started.”
 
   A hush crossed the room.
 
   “I want to thank you all for coming out on such short notice. I know the request was a little out of the ordinary, but this need was too urgent and too great to go through traditional channels. You see around you a building that has weathered many storms, but right now it’s facing the worst storm it’s ever seen. The Pat McCullough Center has been opened for almost 30 years, but unless drastic measures are taken quickly, it will be closing its doors soon.
 
   “However, today you all have a unique opportunity to change that. You have the opportunity to give the kids that call this center home a chance. In a few minutes, you will be meeting some of those kids, and I ask only that you open your hearts and your minds. If after meeting these kids, you feel like I do, then we’ll talk about how you can help.”
 
   He heard the footsteps before he saw any of the children, and the sound instantly brought a smile to his face as his heart fluttered. “Here they come now.” Andrew looked over toward the entryway. “We’ll be joining the four-year-olds for music time now. So, if you will all find a seat, we can get started.”
 
   The business people looked at each other in astonishment. There were only a couple of ragged couches in the room — surely he didn’t mean…
 
   Andrew left the others and strode over to the group of children, fighting not to notice how wary they all looked. “Hi, Antonio.” And with that, he retook his shadow from its keeper.
 
   “How’s it going?” Gabi whispered, surveying the room, her nerves sounding in her voice. 
 
   “Great,” Andrew whispered, more than a little nervous himself. His gaze offered all the support he could. “Act natural.”
 
    
 
   Natural. Yeah, right. Fighting the fear, Gabi shepherded the children around the piano. That’s easy for him to say.
 
   “So, any requests?” Gabi asked as she settled herself on the bench, trying to block out the adult faces staring at her from the back of the room, which wasn’t at all easy. One little hand shot up. “Yes, Leslie?”
 
   “Old McDonald,” Leslie said as if totally oblivious to the crowd around her.
 
   “Okay. Old McDonald it is.” With a breath, Gabi steeled herself for the daunting task. Her eyes swept the children’s heads, and then she saw him — Andrew — sitting on the floor in his three piece suit with Antonio snuggled right up next to him. She smiled at the sight, and all jitters left.
 
   In moments the tension in the room was replaced with the happy voices of the children as they sang about horses, and cows, and chickens — animals many of them had never seen except in storybooks. 
 
    
 
   Andrew sang every song. It wasn’t a job. It wasn’t a show. It came from his heart and lit up his whole spirit. By the end of sing-along time, he had almost forgotten the business at hand. But when Gabi stood from the piano to take her charges back to the classroom, he remembered his own task.
 
   “Okay, Antonio.” Andrew stood the child to his feet. “It’s time for you to go with Miss T. I’ll be there to get you in a few minutes.”
 
   However, Antonio clutched his hand — obviously unwilling to let go.
 
   “Who is this handsome young man?” Bryan asked, breaking free from the group and striding over to his brother. He looked down at Antonio who looked up at him in wide-eyed terror.
 
   “Bryan, this is Antonio.” Taking the child’s hand, Andrew guided him around his leg; however, Antonio never really let go of Andrew. “Antonio, this is my brother, Bryan. Can you say hello?”
 
   Antonio looked up at Bryan with fearful eyes and ducked back behind Andrew’s pant leg.
 
   “Antonio’s new to the center,” Andrew said in a voice loud enough for all of the others to hear as they drifted over in curiosity, but not so loud as to be an announcer. “He’s been in and out of different foster homes all across the state. They dropped him off a few nights ago at one of the foster homes down the street. He’s had it pretty rough.”
 
   “Well, Antonio.” Bryan bent down to look the little boy in the eye. “I see you’ve taken a liking to my brother. He’s a pretty good guy, isn’t he?”
 
   Antonio looked at him without saying a word, but the fear and the need for love were obvious.
 
   “You don’t talk much, do you, Antonio?” Bryan asked, reaching out to the scared child with only his eyes and words.
 
   “Antonio hasn’t said a word in the three years he’s been in the foster care system,” Andrew said as much to the rest of the room as to Bryan. “No one’s really sure how much he even understands.”
 
   Bryan stood and looked at his brother with pride. “Well, I think he understands you.” The admiration he felt for his brother and the security Andrew offered the little boy couldn’t be denied.  
 
   Andrew ducked, fearing they were treading on dangerous ground with this very public conversation.
 
   “Antonio is just the kind of little boy I think that you all can help,” Andrew said, stuffing his feelings down inside of him. “He needs you all, and so do all the children you saw today. I know it’s already been an hour, and if you need to get back, I understand, but in a few minutes some of the older kids will be arriving from school, and you can stay and talk to them if you like. Find out what they think of the center. Find out for yourselves what the center means to them.”
 
   “I really need to be taking these kids back,” Gabi said from just behind him so softly only he heard. He hadn’t even realized the other children hadn’t left.
 
   Andrew spun and smiled at her. “Oh, of course.” Then he looked back at the others. “If any of you would like to go with the four-year-olds, I think it’s clay time.”
 
   Gabi looked at him with uncertainty. “Do you want me to take Antonio?” 
 
   Pulling the child closer, Andrew gave her a reassuring smile. “No, Antonio can stay with me.”
 
    
 
   The business group broke up as some of them chose to follow Gabi’s group down the hall and a few of them walked with Jerry down to inspect the nursery and the other classrooms. Andrew sat on one of the couches with Antonio perched on his lap as happy as he had ever seen the child.
 
   “So, Andrew, how did you come by this place anyway?” Mr. Harwood asked, sounding genuinely interested.
 
   Andrew laughed at the memory. “Well, Bill Smith, my editor, sent me out here to do a story on the place, and I fell in love with it.”
 
   “How many kids did you say come through here?” Bryan asked as he smiled at Antonio.
 
   “Between two and three hundred in any given week,” Andrew said. “They keep the little ones all day. That makes up about half of them. And then the older kids come later — after school. They mostly play basketball in the gym and hang out around out here.”
 
   “So tell me about what you plan for the donations,” Mr. Harwood said.
 
    
 
   “Shaniquille, this is Mrs. Phelps,” Gabi said, introducing the two. “Why don’t you take her to your table and show her how we make things with the clay.”
 
   “My table is over here.” Shaniquille needed no more instruction than that. She took Mrs. Phelps by the hand and led her across the room. “This is where I usually sit.”
 
   Mrs. Phelps smiled at the child who seemed so together even though it seemed everything around her was falling apart. It was clear that the child was proud of the tiny table with one wobbly leg. There was so much to be fixed, so many things that needed attention, but the young lady teaching the children created such a mesmerizing atmosphere in spite of everything, that it was difficult not to believe the tiny table wasn’t the most perfect one ever built.
 
    
 
   “Irvin,” Andrew called the second he saw the teenager enter the front doors. “Come over here. I want you to meet some people.”
 
   Irvin took one look at the assembled group of suits, and fear snapped into his face. Slowly and not at all confidently, he ambled over to the group. “What’s up with the suit, Mr. Clark? Is this your way of forfeiting today’s game?”
 
   Andrew laughed. “You know me better than that, Irvin. No, I invited a few friends to come and see the center. I thought maybe you could sit with us a little while and talk.”
 
   “Me?” Irvin’s eyes widened. “Are you sure, Mr. C?”
 
   “Gentlemen, this is Irvin Thompson,” Andrew said, totally ignoring the last question. Irvin was the man for this job without a doubt. He just didn’t know it yet. “Irvin, this is my brother, Bryan Clark and his partner Kevin Turner.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you.” Irvin shook each man’s hand in turn.
 
   “And this is Mr. Harwood, Mr. Marris, and Mr. Jacobs.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Irvin said, shaking each hand politely. 
 
   “Now, Irvin, I thought maybe you could answer some of their…”
 
   “You forgot one,” Irvin whispered as if they were involved in a conspiracy, and he pierced Andrew with his eyes. Andrew looked at him, puzzled for a second and then followed Irvin’s eyes downward.
 
   “Oh, excuse me. You’re so right. Irvin Thompson, this is Antonio Walls.” Andrew knelt next to the child. “Antonio, this is Irvin.”
 
    Irvin immediately sat on his knees to look the child in the eye. “It’s nice to meet you, Antonio,” Irvin said and formally extending his hand. 
 
   Slowly as the adults all watched in amazement, Antonio reached out and took Irvin’s hand and shook it. The pride shone in both boys’ eyes, and no one missed it.
 
   “Why don’t we have a seat?” Andrew suggested when Irvin was on his feet again. They each found a comfortable chair, or as comfortable as the center offered, and sat down.
 
   “Irvin,” Bryan began before Andrew had the chance, and Andrew momentarily panicked. It was cross-examination time. “How long have you been coming to the center?”
 
   “Since I was about six,” Irvin said, never missing a beat. “My mom works, and it’s nice to have somewhere to go after school. You know?”
 
   “I can imagine.” Bryan nodded. “So, you play basketball?”
 
   “Mostly,” Irvin said. “Mr. C… uh, Mr. Clark here keeps us on our toes, but I don’t just play basketball. Sometimes I get help on homework and stuff, too.”
 
   “Oh, the volunteers help you?”
 
   “No, Miss T does mostly.”
 
   “Miss T?” Bryan asked, puzzled.
 
   “Gabi,” Andrew interjected as if that was helpful, and then he realized it wasn’t. “Oh, uh, Gabrielle Treyvillion, the young lady who played the piano today.”
 
   “But I thought she taught the little kids,” Bryan said, even more puzzled.
 
   “Yeah, that’s where I met her.” Irvin nodded. “She came when I was younger, and she kind of took me under her wing. She helps me with homework and stuff after her kids go home sometimes.  Right now she’s helping me pick out a college to go to.”
 
   “Oh. So, you’re going to college?” Bryan asked, not hiding his surprise very well.
 
   Irvin ducked, clearly trying to think of a good way to say what he was thinking, but nothing came.
 
   “Irvin’s got the grades to get in just about anywhere,” Andrew said, afraid Irvin wouldn’t tell them the whole story. “But his financial situation isn’t going make that easy.”
 
   “Where do you want to go to?” Bryan asked. “If you had your choice.”
 
   “IT.” 
 
   “IT?” Bryan asked as if he was impressed. “Wow. That’s a good school.”
 
   “The best,” Irvin agreed with a spark in his eyes, but then the spark vanished. “But I’ll be lucky to go to Stanton.”
 
   “But Mr. Thompson,” Mr. Harwood said, “can’t you get scholarships or grants or something?”
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t even have the money to make up the difference. I’ve been working during the summers, saving up, but it’s tough to save that much money,” Irvin said, suddenly sounding very defeated. “Mom barely makes enough to keep the house warm and put food on the table. I don’t want to stress her out anymore by talking about college.”
 
   “What about your father?” Mr. Harwood asked.
 
   There was a long, silent pause.
 
   “I haven’t seen my father since I was three,” Irvin finally said, quietly. 
 
   “I see,” Mr. Harwood said, chastened. 
 
   “That’d be part of the plan I hope to implement,” Andrew said, sensing his opportunity. “I don’t just want to give the kids a safe place to come and play after school, I want to give them a real chance once they leave this place. One of the things I hope to do with the money would be to set up a computer lab here at the center that the kids could use to write papers after school. I also want to set up a program that would allow the older kids to help with the younger ones and pay them for their services.”
 
   “Are you serious?” Irvin asked as if unable to contain himself.
 
   “Yes, Irvin, I’m very serious,” Andrew said with a nod. “I think you have done your part. You’ve stayed out of trouble and put forth the effort in school to get good grades. Now I think it’s up to us to do our part.”
 
   He looked around at the assembled group. “Well, I’ve said what I came here to say. I guess it’s up to you all now.”
 
    
 
   “Look at mine, Mrs. Phelps,” Shaniquille said, plopping her clay structure onto the table.
 
   Mrs. Phelps looked at the object. “And what do we have here?” 
 
   “It’s my dog, Bozo,” Shaniquille said proudly.
 
   “Oh. Well, so it is,” Mrs. Phelps said just as the door opened, and a rotund black woman entered.
 
   “Mama!” Shaniquille squealed, jumping up and running to her mother. “You have to come meet Mrs. Phelps. She’s really nice.”
 
   Ms. Lawrence allowed herself to be dragged across the room.
 
   “This is my Mama.” Shaniquille puffed her little chest out, and her love for her mother clearly evident. “Mama, this is Mrs. Phelps.”
 
   “Hello.” Ms. Lawrence shyly extended her hand.
 
   Mrs. Phelps smiled and shook her hand. “Hello.”
 
   “Hi, Ms. Lawrence,” Gabi said, coming forward.
 
   “Miss T.” Ms. Lawrence grinned. “Oh. I have to thank you for taking Shaniquille early this morning. I talked to my counselor, and it looks like I’m going to be able to graduate in May after all.”
 
   Overcome with joy at that news Gabi reached over and hugged the woman. “Oh, Mabel, that’s fantastic.” 
 
   “You know I owe it all to you. If it weren’t for you and the center, I wouldn’t have had any place to take Shaniquille — not any place that I trusted anyway.”
 
   Gabi smiled.
 
   “I’ll never be able to repay you.”
 
   “You get that diploma,” Gabi said. “That’ll be payment enough.”
 
    
 
   There was a strange hush in the gym. The kids were playing, but they were also watching the six men sitting in the stands watching them play. Rumors were rampant throughout the court, but no one was quite sure what it meant. They had all heard that the center might close soon, and somehow this new development was seen as a bad omen.
 
   Surely men in three piece suits sitting in the stands was not a good thing, but it didn’t go unnoticed that Mr. Clark was one of the suits — which was a real puzzlement. Why was Mr. Clark consorting with the enemy? Unless he, too, was the enemy. But even that didn’t make sense because he had the little boy with him. Something was definitely going on, and each and every kid on the court wished they knew what it was.
 
    
 
   “So, what do you think?” Andrew asked to anyone who cared to answer.
 
   “Well, Andrew, I for one am impressed,” Mr. Harwood said. “These children seem very well behaved, and it’s clear to me at least that this center deserves a chance to stay open.”
 
   Andrew’s heart soared, and he had to physically stifle the grin.
 
   “I really need to be going now, but call me tomorrow. I’d like to meet with anyone else who is interested in helping so we can work out the details,” Mr. Harwood said, standing. He shook each hand in turn. 
 
   “I’ll call you first thing,” Andrew said, standing Antonio off his knee and shaking Mr. Harwood’s hand.
 
   “That goes for me, too.” Mr. Marris stood as well. “Give me a call. I’d be happy to help.”
 
   “Let me know.” Mr. Jacobs followed the others up. “I can’t tell you how impressed I am, Andrew. I really appreciate you thinking about my company.”
 
   “Well, I certainly appreciate you all taking the time to come and experience the place,” Andrew said with a smile. “I’ll call you, but please, don’t be strangers. Feel free to drop in and see us anytime.”
 
   The three men started to leave, but just then Mr. Harwood stopped and turned slowly.
 
   “Oh, and good-bye, Mr. Antonio Walls, it was very nice to meet you.” Mr. Harwood extended his hand to the child.
 
   Antonio smiled the brightest smile Andrew had ever seen on his face and reached out and shook the man’s hand. Each of the others shook his hand as well, and Antonio looked like he was about to burst with pride.
 
   “Well, Bryan,” Kevin said, looking at his partner after the others had gone. “I have to say I’ve changed my mind about the project. I think this is exactly the kind of thing Turner and Clark should be involved in. Why don’t you take it from here? You can let me in on the particulars as soon as you get it set up.”
 
   Kevin shook his partner’s hand, then Andrew’s hand, and finally Antonio’s hand. Then he smiled and made his way out of the gym.
 
   Andrew waited for Bryan to sit down, and then he lifted Antonio back onto his lap.
 
   “Well, I have to say I’m impressed, little brother,” Bryan said as he stared out across the crowded gym. “I thought you were crazy the other night when we talked about this, but I have to hand it to you. This place is everything you said it was. And Gabi... she’s pretty incredible.”
 
   Andrew smiled in spite of the tiny piece of foreboding in his heart. Where was all this leading anyway?
 
   “She’s the one Greg can’t stop talking about, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” Andrew said, not daring to look at his brother.
 
   “So are you two an item?”
 
   Andrew searched his mind and heart trying to find an answer to that question. “It’s complicated.”
 
   Bryan swung his gaze over to his brother. “You like her, right?”
 
   “Well, yeah.”
 
   “So, what’s complicated?” Bryan leaned back on the stands, looking at his brother in challenge.
 
   “I told you we’d find them here,” Gabi said, walking up right in front of them before either of them saw her.
 
   “Oh. Hey.” Andrew uncertainly lifted Antonio to the ground and stood to greet her.
 
   “Mrs. Hopkins is here to take Antonio home,” Gabi said, smiling at him.
 
   Just then he felt the little fingers curling and clutching at his pant leg.
 
   “Hey, Antonio, Mrs. Hopkins is here to take you home.” Andrew sat next to the boy as both Gabi and Bryan watched.
 
   Antonio shook his head slowly and clutched harder at Andrew’s pant leg in fear.
 
   “Aw. Come on, Buddy, it’s all right. I’ll see you again tomorrow.” Andrew tried to pry the little fingers from his trousers, but Antonio had a fierce grip. “I promise. You can come back tomorrow. I’ll be here.”
 
   “No go,” Antonio said, and they all stopped dead. Andrew looked at Gabi, who looked back at him in astonishment.
 
   What was the protocol for this situation? Andrew had no idea. He leaned down, putting his hand on the boy’s back. “Antonio, listen to me. I will be here first thing in the morning when you get here, and we’ll color some more. Okay?”
 
   “No go,” Antonio repeated, shaking his head, and the fear and desperation in his eyes were evident.
 
   Andrew let out a breath. “How about if I walk you out to the car?” He did not want to make a scene in the gym. When Andrew stood, he reached down for Antonio who immediately wrapped his tiny body around Andrew’s, and Andrew carried him out of the gym with the other adults in tow.
 
   They walked out to the car, and Andrew sat the child in the back car seat gently. When Antonio finally let go, Andrew looked at him, and his heart melted. The tears in the little boy’s eyes shimmered on his lashes, and he looked utterly helpless.
 
   “It’s gonna be all right, Buddy.” Andrew reached out and hugged the boy to him once more. “I’ll be here when you get back tomorrow.”
 
   Slowly he released the child and stepped away from the car. After a momentary check of the car seat latch, he shut the door and stood frozen to the spot watching as Mrs. Hopkins drove away.  Gabi was right, it wasn’t hard to love the kids — the hard part was letting them go. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Gabi asked at his elbow. 
 
   Andrew glanced down at her and nodded because he was supposed to. This was silly, he told himself. Here he was a grown man, with every material thing he’d ever wanted in his life, yet the only thing he really wanted, really needed, he’d denied himself by burying his head in work. Somehow he’d missed out on the most important thing — the only thing that made everything else worthwhile. Somehow he’d missed out on finding — on feeling — love.
 
    
 
   “I think it went well.” Gabi worked, straightening her desk and classroom as Andrew sat on the stool watching the fish swim back and forth across the tank. He’d said only a few words since Antonio had driven off, and she was getting worried about him. “What did Bryan think?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Andrew?”
 
   He looked over at her, and the sadness in his eyes stopped her mad intent to look busy.
 
   Leaving that, she went around the desk and leaned there. “Talk to me.”
 
   “I don’t know where to start,” he replied as his gaze went back at the fish and stuck there.
 
   “Okay. Well. Start somewhere,” she said simply. “Come on, Andrew, this is Gabi you’re talking to. What’s going on with you?”
 
   “Does it ever get any easier?” he asked, never taking his eyes off the fish, and in that breath, she knew. She shook her head slowly. 
 
   “No. I wish I could tell you that it does, but I can’t,” she said slowly. “But you’ve got to believe that just because it’s not easy, that’s no reason to give up, Andrew.”
 
   “But how do you do it? I mean letting them go over and over again?”
 
   “Well, I’ve learned I have to trust that what I give them while they’re here will help them face whatever they come up against out there.”
 
   “But what if it doesn’t? What if it isn’t enough?”
 
   She exhaled slowly. She’d had this very conversation with herself a million times over the years, and the answer still eluded her.
 
   “Andrew, let me tell you a little story.” She put her hand gently on his thigh to get his attention, which worked. When his gaze came to hers, she leaned back against the desk again. “I knew a little girl once who was about as lost as Antonio is right now. She thought everyone was against her. She hated home, and the only place she really felt safe was a place very much like this one. So, every day she came — just to hang out. You know? Because it was better than home. 
 
   “Then one day it was time for her to leave, but she didn’t give up. The things she’d learned in that place — about caring for people and giving everyone a chance — never left. In fact, she carries them with her even today.”
 
   Andrew looked at her, puzzled.
 
   “It’s worth it, Andrew. It may not seem like it at the time, but every time you love a child, it erases some of the bad stuff. It makes a difference.”
 
   “But there’s so much bad stuff,” he said sadly.
 
   “Every child that walks in here has a story — some terrible, painful experience they’ve been through, and most of them we’ll never know about. But we can’t take the painful stuff away from them. That makes them who they are. All we can do is love them while they’re here, and trust that that’s enough.”
 
   “Is Antonio going to be all right?” Andrew asked, sounding very distant, and the way he said it ripped her heart out.
 
   “Well, if you’d asked me that a week ago, I’d have probably said he’s young, and he may still have a chance, but…”
 
    
 
   Andrew looked at the floor and braced himself against his worst fears. Antonio’s case was hopeless. There was nothing any of them could do to change that — to make it better. He was four years old and lost for good.
 
   “But then I saw him with you,” she continued smiling at him gently with real admiration. “That little boy senses something in you, Andrew. A strength, a goodness. Safety even. It may be the first time he’s ever felt that in his life, but when he’s with you, it’s obvious how much he loves you.”
 
   Andrew’s gaze yanked to hers. “Loves?” 
 
   “Yes,” she said with a smile. “Antonio loves you, Andrew. He trusts you — more than he trusts anyone else.”
 
   “So, he’s not hopeless then?”
 
   “No, he’s not hopeless. I saw him make two gigantic breakthroughs today all because of you. You give him a sense of security that makes him able to spread his wings and venture out of his shell — if only for a moment.”
 
   “Like you do with Irvin,” he said lost in thought.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He was so good with the guys today. He even wanted to be introduced to Antonio who thought that was like meeting the king.”
 
   Gabi nodded. “Irvin’s come a long way.” 
 
   “Thanks to you.”
 
   “Thanks to all of us,” she said. “They know. They can see what you do for all of them every day you’re here. They all have it, Andrew — the dream, the desire — they just need the means to fulfill it, and that’s what you’re giving them. Or trying to, anyway. I think what you did for them today took a lot of guts — and a whole lot of love.”
 
   Andrew shrugged. “I didn’t do anything special.” 
 
   “Yes, you did. You gave the kids a piece of your world. The world outside of Collins. Just giving Irvin a glimpse of it helped him see the possibilities. Come on, Andrew, I’ve been here six years, and I haven’t done for them in all that time what you’ve done for them in a week.”
 
   “I can’t take all the credit.”
 
   “Why not? You deserve it.”
 
   “No. I had help,” Andrew said slowly looking over into her puzzled eyes. “I had you.”
 
   The smile on her face at that moment radiated through his soul, and all the distance between them disappeared. Without willing it to happen, he leaned toward her, and his lips met hers and held for a briefest of moments. Warm. Soft. Right. When he slipped backward, he held her with his gaze. “You’re my inspiration, Gabriella Treyvillion. You have been ever since I first saw you in the park — sitting by the tree drawing your marvelous sketches.”
 
   “The tree?” she asked instantly puzzled.
 
   “Yeah. When I saw you there that first day, I knew I had to meet you. But you got away before I had the chance. Then I got roped into this story, and here you were,” he said, brushing the hair from her cheek. “I must’ve been the luckiest guy in the whole world.”
 
    
 
   Gabi smiled at him. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 
 
   “When I’m with you, Gabi, being me is easier,” he said softly. “I feel like I can do anything. I feel like I can be the real me — not the reporter out to get the hot story — but the man I’m supposed to be.”
 
   She looked at him and shook her head.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “I thought you were such a jerk that first day,” she said, feeling the touch of his hand on her cheek as it melted all the hard places in her heart and spirit. 
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “No. It’s hard to explain, but you seemed like you wanted no part of the center or the kids. I figured you’d get your story and be gone.”
 
   “You were right,” he admitted, dropping his hand and remembering his reluctance at taking the assignment.  Then he stopped and looked right at her. “Except for one thing. I wasn’t planning on meeting the woman of my dreams.”
 
   Gabi shook her head and looked away. It had been a very, very long time since anyone had said things like that to her, and something inside her forced her to stand from the desk and walk back around it.
 
   “What?” he asked immediately. “What’d I say?”
 
   “Nothing.” She straightened the papers there to look busy. “It’s just been a really long day, and I’ve got to be up early again tomorrow.”
 
   “Are you sure, Gabi?” he asked standing and coming over, concerned. “Look, we’ve come this far. The last thing I want to do is ruin it now.”
 
   “You haven’t ruined anything, Andrew.” Looking up at him, she smiled gently. “I just need some time to get used to this. That’s all.”
 
   With that and gathering her things up, she walked to the door and turned off the lights, and he followed her out.
 
   “So, I’ll see you in the morning?” he asked, wondering suddenly how he’d make it through the next few hours without her.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll be here.”
 
   


 
  




Chapter 12
 
    
 
   “Yes, Mr. Harwood, that’s fantastic.” Andrew’s excitement beamed across the phone lines. “Yes, Sir, I’m working on the details of setting up a foundation for the center right now. I should have the papers drawn up in a day or two, and I’ll bring them over to you personally. Yes, Sir, I can’t tell you how much we appreciate your generosity. I look forward to talking with you again soon. Thank you. Good-bye.”
 
   He almost bounced out of the seat the second the phone hit the cradle.
 
   “Good news I take it?” Jerry asked, watching him from across the desk.
 
   “How’s $12,000 for starters?”
 
   “You’re kidding?”
 
   “No, no kidding. Mr. Harwood is in. He wants to be a full corporate sponsor!”
 
   “Andrew, I don’t know what to say. I didn’t think it was possible.”
 
   “I talked to Mrs. Phelps earlier, they’re in for $8,000 initially.”
 
   “$20,000? That’s Halloween.”
 
   “Next stop Christmas!”
 
    
 
   “Miss T?” Mrs. Hopkins was suddenly hovering in the doorway, not really coming in but not leaving either.
 
   “Oh. Hello, Mrs. Hopkins,” Gabi said brightly, and then the light in her heart flickered when she saw the woman and noticed her uncertainty. “Is something wrong?”
 
   The short 50ish woman with the cinnamon brown hair huddled into her own shoulders. “Miss T, I thought you would like to know that Antonio is going to be moved this afternoon.”
 
   “Antonio? What? Why?” Gabi’s knees went weak underneath her as shock knocked her into confusion.
 
   “Yes. We had a blow-up at the house last night. He attacked one of my other children. I called the state, and they’ll be here to get him at noon.”
 
   “Noon?” Fighting to make some sense of this situation, Gabi put her hand to her head and forced herself to think. “Where’s Antonio now?”
 
   “He’s at the juvenile detention center downtown.” Mrs. Hopkins sighed. “I didn’t have a choice, Miss T. I can’t afford for him to hurt one of my other kids.”
 
   But Gabi didn’t hear a word the woman said, she was already next door asking the three-year-old teacher to watch her class.
 
   “Come with me,” she instructed Mrs. Hopkins like she was talking to a wayward child. With Mrs. Hopkins in tow, Gabi marched down the hallway to Jerry’s office and through the open door. Andrew and Jerry both looked up, startled. “Jerry, we’ve got a problem,” she said not waiting for either of them to speak.
 
   “What’s wrong, Gabi?” Jerry’s eyes registered concern and overwhelm.
 
   “Antonio’s in the detention center.” Gabi measured Andrew’s reaction to the news, wishing she could cushion the next information. “The state’s coming for him at noon.”
 
   “The state? Antonio?” Andrew jumped to his feet in alarm. “Gabi, are you sure?”
 
   “Mrs. Hopkins just came and told me.” Stepping aside, Gabi revealed a humbled Mrs. Hopkins.
 
   “I didn’t have a choice,” the woman said softly.
 
   However, that was the least of Gabi’s concerns. “What should we do?” She wasn’t willing to let Antonio go — not after they had made so much progress.
 
   “I don’t know that we can do anything.” Jerry stood and shook his head in resignation. “It’s the state’s decision.”
 
   Andrew’s face was hard with worry. “Who’s the caseworker?”
 
   “Mrs. Martinez, but she can’t…,” Mrs. Hopkins said, but Andrew cut her off.
 
   “Gabi, get your coat, we’re going down there.”
 
   Wide-eyed, Gabi shook her head. “What about my kids?”
 
   With his hands on his hips, Andrew looked at the boss. “Jerry?”
 
   Jerry waved them off. “Go. I’ll take care of them.”
 
    
 
   Although Gabi wasted no time getting her things, by the time she returned, Mrs. Hopkins had filled them in on the particulars, and Andrew was livid — with himself as much as with the system. It was time to make a real difference.
 
    
 
   The detention center was foreboding. It was as grimy and dim on the inside as on the outside, and the heels of Gabi’s boots clicked on the hard floors as she practically ran to keep up with Andrew. She had never seen him like this. He looked like he might take out a small tank if it got in his way.
 
   “What’re you planning to do?” she asked breathlessly hurrying to keep up with him.
 
   “Antonio needs me, and I’m not going to let him down,” Andrew said as if that answered the question, which it really didn’t. 
 
   They entered a large room with cubicles lining the walls.
 
   “May I help you?” a woman in wire-rimmed glasses at the desk asked.
 
   “Yes, we need to talk to Mrs. Martinez,” Andrew said, and Gabi noticed how much authority he exuded.
 
   “May I ask what this is in reference to?”
 
   “Antonio Walls.”
 
   “One moment, please.” The lady nodded and walked off. 
 
   Andrew gave Gabi a brave smile that she saw right through. He was worried, and well he should be by the looks of things.
 
   “I’m Evelyn Martinez,” a woman said, approaching them after a few minutes. “I hear you’re asking about the Walls boy.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.” Andrew’s voice was all-business and brooked no uncertainty whatsoever. “We want to find out what we can do to stop him from being transferred out of the city.”
 
   “Well, Mr…?”
 
   “Clark, Andrew Clark.” Andrew extended his hand which Mrs. Martinez shook.
 
   She glanced at Gabi and then shook her head. “Well, Mr. Clark, I’m afraid you’re too late. The people from the state agency should be here any minute now to get him.”
 
   “No. He can’t go, Mrs. Martinez,” Andrew said firmly. “He belongs here.”
 
   Mrs. Martinez let out a long, slow, sigh of resignation. “Mr. Clark, I can see that you feel very strongly about this, but Mrs. Hopkins cannot afford to lose the other children she has custody of. Antonio attacked one of her other children with a knife last night. That’s serious. Now, the state can’t leave him in that environment.”
 
   “So, what happens to him now?” Gabi asked as fear snaked up into her chest.
 
   “Well, I imagine he’ll be sent to one of the state homes,” Mrs. Martinez said. “I can imagine that won’t be a picnic, but once they hit this stage, there’s not much anyone can do for them.”
 
   Andrew lifted his chin and stared at the woman. “What if someone adopts him?” 
 
   Gabi looked up at him in utter astonishment. Adopt? Who is going to adopt him?
 
   Smiling ruefully, Mrs. Martinez shook her head again. “Well, that would be a miracle, Mr. Clark, but I don’t know anyone who’d be willing to take a four-year-old juvenile delinquent into their home on a permanent basis.”
 
   He shifted, but only an inch. “Yeah, but it’s possible — to adopt him — I mean.”
 
   “Well, yes. Certainly it is possible. I’m sure the judge would be thrilled, but I wouldn’t hold my breath.”
 
   Nodding, Andrew took a hold of Gabi’s arm. “Will you excuse us a moment?”
 
   Knowing the option was futile, Mrs. Martinez smiled. “Certainly.”
 
   Andrew steered Gabi over into a private corner of the room. “Okay. Before you say anything, hear me out.” He dropped her arm but hunched over her as if suspended there. “Antonio’s a great kid. We both know that. And we both know he won’t last two seconds if they take him away from here.”
 
   She fought with all he wasn’t telling her. “Andrew, what’re you saying?”
 
   “That I think one of us should adopt Antonio.” 
 
   A rush of air swooshed out of her as Gabi let that sink in for a moment. One of them? Adoption? Antonio? He must be out of his mind. “Look, Andrew, I know you feel strongly about Antonio, and I hate to see him go, too, but adoption?”
 
   He glanced over his shoulder. “You heard her, Gabi. They’ll sit him in some orphanage somewhere, and in a couple of years he’ll be behind bars — or worse. I can’t let that happen — not to Antonio.”
 
   She heard his words and his heart, but this was more complicated than he knew. “Andrew, you can’t save every kid that comes through our doors.”
 
   Anger sliced through his face and his voice. “But this isn’t any kid. This is Antonio. You said so yourself, he trusts me.”
 
   Logic. Common sense. Somehow she needed to find them, for his sake as well as her own. “But, you have a job, and it’s not in Collins. What happens when you leave? Are you prepared to take Antonio with you?”
 
    
 
   That was a fair question. Two weeks before he would never have even considered this. Antonio would’ve been another statistic for a story on street crime or the decline of the family or the deterioration of society. But all that had changed. It had started with her, that was true, but it continued in him with or without her. The truth, as Andrew saw it, was that he needed Antonio, and Antonio needed him. End of story.
 
   “Yes,” he finally said as if the answer was far simpler than it actually was. “I’m prepared to take Antonio with me wherever life takes me.”
 
    
 
   Truly, Gabi didn’t know what to say. Even she had never considered actually taking one of the kids into her own home. She had enough trouble keeping track of herself without worrying about caring for a child, too. “Andrew, this is a big step, and I don’t think you’ve thought it through.”
 
   “Look, I love that little boy, and he loves me. What more do I need to think through?”
 
   She admired his guts, but she still thought he was rushing into something he wasn’t prepared for. However, she didn’t know how to tell him that, and he didn’t give her a chance.
 
   “Mrs. Martinez.” Andrew turned and strode quickly away from her back to the counter. 
 
   “Yes, Mr. Clark?”
 
    
 
   He exhaled slowly. He knew the next words out of his mouth would change his life forever, and for a split second he wondered if he was doing the right thing. But his heart spoke before his mind could have second thoughts. “I’m interested in adopting Antonio Walls.”
 
    
 
   It was pitiful, and it was scary. The walls lining the dank hallway smelled awful, and Andrew had to force his legs to follow Mrs. Martinez. The only thought that kept his feet mobile was that Antonio was here — somewhere in this hell hole, and he was probably more scared at this moment than he had ever been in his life. Andrew wished Gabi had come with him, but Mrs. Martinez was adamant, and he didn’t want to further upset the delicate balance of things at this point.
 
   “This is it, Mr. Clark.” Mrs. Martinez reached for the lock. Andrew stood stock still as she unlocked the door with a loud click and swung the heavy metal door to the side.
 
   “Thank you,” Andrew said, almost inaudibly, and then he stepped into the little space. The sight of Antonio’s tiny body curled tightly on the bed shook him to the core. “Antonio?” 
 
   He walked slowly, carefully, into the dimness of the cell to the tiny form lying unmoving on the bed.
 
   “Antonio? Hey buddy. It’s Mr. Clark.” Carefully Andrew sat next to the boy on the bed. Ever so slowly, the form moved, uncurled, rolled a half-a-turn over, and looked at him. “Hi there.”
 
   The look of confusion, fear and helplessness in the child’s eyes tore Andrew’s heart from his chest, and in the breath of a second he knew he’d made the right decision. 
 
   “Hi, Buddy.” Putting his hand on the child’s back, Andrew opened his other arm to the child. Needing no more invitation, Antonio leaped into Andrew’s arms and clung to him just as he had the day before. He should never have let him go then, but this time he wouldn’t make that mistake again. “It’s good to see you, little one. I hear you got into some trouble last night.”
 
   The child stiffened.
 
   “It’s okay. I’m not mad. In fact, I have a deal for you.” Andrew stroked the boy’s back gently as he held him, thinking how small he actually was. “What would you say if I take you home with me to live?”
 
   Antonio never moved, but his breathing rate increased against Andrew’s chest.
 
   “How would that be?” Andrew asked, pulling the tiny body away from his in an effort to look into Antonio’s eyes. The fear was still there, but there was something else, too. “Would you like to come and live with me, Antonio?”
 
   Slowly the little head nodded, and Andrew smiled into the enormous eyes of his new son.
 
    
 
   The chairs in the waiting room were worse than the ones at the center. Gabi shifted her weight again and looked at the clock. What was taking them so long? Not even getting the temporary order from the judge granting custody had taken this long. Added to the trek with Mrs. Martinez to inspect Andrew’s apartment, the impromptu background check, and the calls to The Herald and Jerry to verify he was in fact safe, solid, and who he said he was, the morning and afternoon had completely evaporated into paperwork and worry.
 
   Crossing her arms and closing her eyes to say a quick prayer she had no words for, she hoped once again that Andrew was doing the right thing. She knew it was better than letting Antonio slip away, but was he really prepared to adopt the little boy? It took time and patience to raise a child. Was Andrew really prepared for that? She knew she wasn’t. 
 
   Raising a child wasn’t like babysitting at the center. It was all the time. Everyday. Sick or well. Tired or not. Forever.
 
   She admired Andrew’s decisiveness, but she wasn’t sure he had what it took to back that decisiveness up. Sure, he had changed in the last few weeks, but could someone really change that much that fast?
 
   The double doors down the hall swung open, and Gabi looked over at them. Striding out came Andrew with Antonio wrapped tightly around his neck and body. It occurred to Gabi at that moment that Andrew looked happier than he had since she’d met him.
 
   He never stopped, simply coming right up to her. “Hey, Antonio,” Andrew said, rubbing the child’s back. “There’s someone here to see you. Look, it’s Miss T.”
 
   Antonio allowed himself to be pried away from Andrew’s neck for a second so he could look at her.
 
   She stood and reached over to touch the child. “How are we doing?”
 
   Completely illogically, Andrew smiled at her. “Wonderful.” 
 
   Her gaze went to Andrew with concern. “How’s Antonio?”
 
   “He’s going to be fine. Right, Antonio?” However, there was no movement from the tiny form, and Andrew exhaled. It was going to be a long road back. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
 
    
 
   The darkness outside surrounded the little red sports car, and Gabi realized just how long they’d been at the detention center. She climbed into the backseat, leaving the front for Antonio though there was no car seat.
 
   “There you go, Big Boy.” Andrew buckled the seatbelt around the child. “We’re going to take Gabi back to the center, and then we’re going to go home and get settled. Okay?”
 
   Antonio sat as though mesmerized, staring at the gadgets and gizmos arrayed in front of him. 
 
   The drive back to the center, as far as Gabi could tell, took only seconds. Andrew kept up a running conversation as they drove — pointing out buttons and knobs in the car and describing in detail what each one did in turn. Antonio sat quietly, obviously afraid of making a wrong move, but Gabi noticed he was much more relaxed than when they had left.
 
   “Here we are.” Andrew spun into the lot and parked his car next to hers. “Antonio, I’ll be right back. You be a good boy. Okay?”
 
   Antonio never moved, and Andrew jumped out into the cold to let Gabi out. “Thanks for coming with me,” he said softly as they walked to her car.
 
   “You’re welcome.” She fumbled for her keys. The center was already dark, as was the rest of the world. “Are you two going to be all right tonight?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said with certainty. “We’re going to be just fine. We’ll see you tomorrow?”
 
   “I’ll be here,” she said, nodding and finally getting the courage to smile up at him. Just like that, he quickly he bent and brushed her lips with his.
 
   “You take care of yourself.”
 
   “I will.” She climbed into her car as he stood watching her. “And Andrew?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Good luck.”
 
    
 
   The weights of this new undertaking began to dawn on Andrew as he pulled into the covered parking garage and killed the engine. “Well, this is it, Antonio. Home.”
 
   Antonio’s eyes widened as he took in his new surroundings. 
 
   “Let’s go get you settled.”
 
   It was obvious that Antonio understood he was staying with Andrew for a while. However, Andrew couldn’t tell if the little boy really knew the extent of what had transpired that afternoon and evening. Together, they went up the steps, and he unlocked the apartment and clicked on the light.
 
   “It’s not much, but it’s home.” Tossing his keys on the table, Andrew took off his jacket. “Are you hungry? … Of course you are. … Let’s see. … We’ve got ham and some cheese … and I don’t think this bread is too old. Maybe we’ll make some sandwiches. How would that be?”
 
   Antonio just watched him from five feet away — obviously trying to figure out what was going on.
 
   “Maybe tomorrow you can go with me to the store, and we’ll pick out some other things to eat. Although I have to warn you, I’m not a very good cook.” Coming back into the little living area, Andrew grabbed the remote. “Here, why don’t you sit over here on the sofa, and you can watch some TV?”
 
   He clicked the television on and surfed the channels until he found an old sitcom. Slowly Antonio took a seat on the couch, but Andrew noticed that he never took his eyes off him. So, he just kept up the one-man conversation talking until he no longer knew what he was even talking about.
 
    
 
   “Hey, Bry,” Andrew said softly into the phone as he watched the sleeping little boy curled in the warm blankets on the pull out bed in the office. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”
 
   “No, I’m still up. What’s up?”
 
   Andrew exhaled slowly. “You’re not going to believe this one.”
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 13
 
    
 
   “Gabi, I tried to call you last night,” Jerry said the second he saw her in his doorway the next morning. “It’s incredible! After the two of you left, our phone rang off the hook. So far we’ve got $45,000 pledged. Can you believe that? It’s our miracle come true.” Then he stopped and looked at her with growing concern. “Gabi? What’s wrong?”
 
   Slowly, as if not on her own power, she walked into his office and sat down in the chair. 
 
   “What? What is it? What’s wrong?”
 
   Gabi shook her head and laughed sarcastically. “Andrew’s adopting Antonio.”
 
   “He’s what?”
 
   She looked at him, challenging him to make sense of this for her because she’d been trying all night, and it still really didn’t seem real. “You heard me. We went to the detention center yesterday, and they were shipping him off, and...”
 
   “Adopting? Is he crazy?”
 
   What could she say? “Apparently.”
 
   “Does he know what he’s getting into?”
 
   “I doubt it, but you know Andrew, he doesn’t do anything halfway. Antonio seemed happy about it though.”
 
   Jerry sat back in his chair in shock. “Adopting?”
 
    
 
   “Hey, Mr. Magoo,” Andrew said the next morning as he cheerfully pulled the covers from the sleeping child. “It’s time to get up. We’re going to be late for work.”
 
   Antonio rolled over and opened his eyes, and Andrew could’ve sworn he saw a tiny smile.
 
    
 
   The children around her were shrieking in excitement, but Gabi barely noticed. The only thing she could concentrate on was the door, and the absence of Andrew and Antonio. It wasn’t like he had a regular time to be here, but he had never been this late either. What if something had happened to them? What if they’d had a wreck? What if...? What if...? The what if’s ran through her head like wildfire, and no amount of scolding from her rational side slowed them down.
 
   Andrew wasn’t ready for this. Maybe he’d decided that last night. Maybe he’d taken Antonio back today. Maybe...
 
   At that moment, she saw the blue of Andrew’s coat through the pane, and she was at the door before he could even open it.
 
   “Good morning,” she said, trying to hide the worry, but she wasn’t sure how well that worked. “Are you two okay?”
 
   Andrew smiled as he led Antonio into the room. “Yeah. It takes longer to get two people ready than one.  Did you know that?” Andrew bent and helped Antonio out of his tattered coat. “Antonio, why don’t you go over and play with the others?”
 
   There was a tiny pause, and then the child crossed the room to where the others were playing.
 
   Gabi watched him for a long minute. “How is everything — seriously?”
 
   “It really is great. Different. But great,” he said and smiled at the worry in her eyes. “Why? Did you think something happened to us?”
 
   “No.” She wished she could sound nonchalant as she walked back over to her desk, but her heart was dragging her in other directions. “I was just wondering.”
 
   “Oh,” he said clearly not believing a word she said, “well, we had to stop for breakfast. I forgot kids can’t go on coffee and bagels. And then we had to get a car seat. That took a little longer than I’d thought it would.”
 
   “Oh, I understand.” Gabi straightened the papers on her desk in an attempt to look busy and preoccupied, which she totally wasn’t at all. It was just all she could think to do other than throwing her arms around him and declaring her undying love for him. “I think it’s time to color.”
 
   “Great.”
 
    
 
   Jerry showed up at her door just before lunch.
 
   “May I speak with the two of you a moment?” he asked, and his tone was serious and grave. They exchanged glances and crossed the room to the door.
 
   Gabi went out first, and when Andrew came out and pulled the door almost to, he shadowed her so closely she could smell his cologne and feel the heat of his body. This was getting worse. She anchored her arms across her middle. “What’s up, Jerr?”
 
   “Well, I just thought you two would like to be the first to know. Mr. Jacobs just called. He’s onboard with $8,000,” Jerry said, and now it was obvious his tone was holding excitement rather than dread.
 
   “$8,000? That’s terrific.” Behind her, Andrew nodded. “Bryan told me last night they’re in for ten.”
 
   “Ten? You’re kidding,” Jerry said in disbelief, and then he grinned so wide Gabi didn’t know how his face stayed together. “You know what this means, don’t you?”
 
   “It means we found our miracle,” Gabi said, her heart bursting at the seams as she glanced back at the man who had changed everything in her life, “and his name is Andrew Clark.”
 
   However, Andrew stared at them, puzzled. “Miracle? What miracle?” 
 
   “You did it.” Jerry nodded as he reached past Gabi to shake Andrew’s hand. “The center’s back in the black.”
 
   “The black? What? But how?” 
 
   “We were up to $55,000 early this morning,” Jerry said. “After you left yesterday, several of the other businesses called in their pledges. And with these last two, we’re now officially over the $75,000 mark. Thanks to you.”
 
   “You did it.” Gabi smiled at him with pride. She reached up and gave him a quick hug. “I’m proud of you.”
 
   “I… Wow.”
 
   “Well, I’d better let you two get back to the kids,” Jerry said, smiling at them. He turned to head back down the hallway. “Oh, Andrew, before I forget. Congratulations. I think you’ll make a great father.”
 
   And then he left. 
 
   Not being able to contain her excitement, Gabi snuck under his arm once again. “Way to go. You did it.”  
 
   “I can’t believe it,” he said, holding her to him in amazement. “I never imagined we’d do it that fast.”
 
   “I don’t put anything past you anymore,” she said teasingly coming partially out of the hug and putting her hand on his chest. Then, as she looked up at him, she grew serious. “You did good, Andrew. Really. We never could have done it without you.”
 
   “I’m glad I could be of service,” he said with an embarrassed smile. His eyes said he wanted to do so much more, but at the last second, his expression changed, and he yanked his gaze back into the classroom. “I think it’s time we get these kids ready for lunch, I’m starved.”
 
   She laughed. “Some things never change.”
 
    
 
   Sleeping children lay scattered about the room, and Andrew sat at the big-people desk busily making notes on his reporter pad.
 
   “Big story?” Gabi whispered, looking up from her own work.
 
   “No, I’m trying to figure out everything I need to get tonight when we go shopping.” Andrew never looked up from his list. “Do you think roast is all right to eat for supper? Or do kids like that stuff?”
 
   The thought of Andrew cooking crossed her mind, and she stifled the giggle. “I’m sure whatever you cook will be just fine.”
 
   “Yeah, but that’s just it.” He looked over his list. “I don’t cook. I mostly go for take-out, fast food, stuff like that. But I know that’s not great for a kid.”
 
   “How about chicken?”
 
   “I have that, and hamburger, and fish,” Andrew said, wrinkling his nose. “I was thinking about getting him a new coat and some new clothes too. What size do you think he wears?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabi didn’t do clothing sizes and fashion. “Why don’t you have him try the stuff on at the stores?”
 
   “Good idea.” He wrote something in his notebook. “Hey, I just had a thought.”
 
   She arched one dark eyebrow. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”
 
   “Just hear me out. Why don’t you come with us tonight? I’m sure Antonio won’t mind, and I could sure use the help,” Andrew said, looking at her hopefully. How could she say no to those gorgeous green eyes? He grinned at her. “I’ll even buy you supper. Come on, what do you say?”
 
   Gabi rolled her eyes. “Okay, but I have to be home by nine.”
 
   “Deal.”
 
    
 
   The mall was more crowded than she’d expected for a Wednesday night. This wasn’t a usual hang-out for her. In fact, except for the center, the church, and the park occasionally, her apartment was about the only place she ever went.  However, her amazement at the place paled in comparison to Antonio’s. He clutched Andrew’s hand for dear life as he surveyed the enormous walkway stacked wall-to-wall with people.
 
   “What do you think we should tackle first?” Andrew looked at Gabi for guidance, which she thought was rather ironic considering he’d probably been here ten times more than she ever had, but she wasn’t going to tell him that.
 
   “Why don’t we go to one of the department stores? Surely we can find something there.”
 
   They found the children’s corner in the first store they came to, and the real shopping began. At first Antonio looked petrified at the idea of changing his clothes in the dressing room, but in no time Andrew was in with him talking non-stop.
 
   Gabi listened outside and tried not to laugh. Andrew could be really, really off-the-wall if he wanted to, and it seemed that his brand of humor was exactly what Antonio needed. By the time Antonio emerged with the first outfit on, he looked every bit the GQ model-type.
 
   “What do you think?” Andrew spun Antonio in front of her. “Too much?”
 
   “No, I think it’s darling,” Gabi said.
 
   “Darling?” Andrew wrinkled his nose. “Not quite what we were going for. Huh, Antonio? Dashing. Handsome. Debonair. That would be better.”
 
   Gabi laughed. “Oh, all of those and so much more.”
 
   “Seriously, do you think there’s enough growing room left, or should we get a size bigger?” Andrew asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” She had enough trouble picking out clothes for herself. Picking them out for someone else was not a skill she’d ever thought she’d need. Slowly, she knelt on the floor by Antonio and pulled at the waist of the jeans, inspecting and trying to decide the best answer to Andrew’s question. “I think they’re okay.”
 
   “Cool.” He spun Antonio one more time, and a tiny giggle escaped the little boy’s throat.  “Let’s go try something else on.”
 
   They disappeared into the dressing room, and Gabi sat back down wondering just when her life had changed so drastically. Where had the old Gabi disappeared to? The Gabi that didn’t want to get too attached to anything or anyone — not in her personal life anyway. The Gabi that went home to an empty apartment every night after work and liked it like that.  Somewhere along the way, that Gabi had ceased to exist, and this one had taken her place.
 
   “Look out world, hold on to your hats, it’s the stupendous, the incredible, the one, the only Antonio… Walls,” Andrew called from the dressing room as he swung the door open.
 
   Gabi laughed. He was crazy.
 
    
 
   Two hours and more dollars than she could count later, they were headed back to her car at the center.
 
   “I think Antonio’s going to make a great Power Ranger,” Andrew asked as he drove slowly through the streets. “What do you think?”
 
   “Yeah,” she agreed, smiling. “I think Antonio is one lucky little boy.”
 
   “I think he’s asleep.” Andrew glanced over at the small child in the passenger’s seat.
 
   “He’s had a big night,” she said from the back quietly. “It’s time for little boys to be in bed.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess I’m going to have to get used to getting home earlier. There’s a lot of new stuff to get used to,” Andrew said, suddenly sounding very tired.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m great,” he said, looking at her in the mirror. “This just all happened so fast, you know? It’s going to take some getting used to.”
 
   “Well, you’re doing great,” she said as he pulled up next to her car. Her heart was falling farther into love every time they were together like this, and she knew that presented dangers untold. He got out and helped her from the car as she unfolded herself from the backseat.
 
   Walking with her, he put his hands on his beltline. “Do you really think so?”
 
   “Yeah, I really do. Antonio is very lucky to have gotten you,” she said, her voice still soft as if she didn’t want to wake the sleeping child they had left in the car. “Hang in there. It’ll get easier.”
 
   “Thanks for going with us. It was fun.” Looking down at her, he ran his fingers through his hair.
 
   “I thought so, too,” she said, leaning against her unlocked door and daring a glance up at him. At that moment, her heart tripped over itself as he looked down into her eyes and stopped in a breath. It seemed as she gazed into the depths of his eyes that she could see forever and beyond, and suddenly she couldn’t breathe. 
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow?” he finally asked softly.
 
   “Bright and early,” she replied, forcing a smile as the words barely managed to squeeze themselves past her heart. 
 
   Then, slowly he put his hand on the car next to her and leaned in to close the gap between them. The heat of his lips on hers startled something deep inside her, and for a second her heart actually stopped. His fingers came up and twined through the hair at her neck as he pulled her even closer, loving her with his lips in a way she had forgotten was possible. But then as quickly as it had happened, he straightened again, going backward and away from her, and suddenly she felt very cold. “Take care, Miss Gabriella Treyvillion.” 
 
   “You too,” she breathed as if it might be her last.
 
   Pushing away, he walked slowly from her over to his car, and she opened her car door, not knowing how she’d done it and climbed inside. The car was cold, her whole body was cold, and she had the distinct impression that without him next to her, she would be cold forever. With shaking fingers, she started the car, gave a feeble wave in the direction of the red sports car, and left the parking lot.
 
    
 
   Andrew watched her leave, and he knew without question that his life had taken yet another dramatic turn. He no longer cared about being the top reporter in the city. He no longer cared about what kind of car he owned or who saw him where. His dreams had become far simpler in the past few weeks. Far simpler, but much more complicated.
 
   He smiled as he glanced over at the sleeping bundle next to him. He had half the dream, now all he needed was one more piece, and the puzzle would be complete. It wasn’t hard to picture driving his family home, carrying Antonio to bed, and then meeting her in their own room for a long night of dreaming in each other’s arms. 
 
   But how to make that happen? That was the big question now.
 
    
 
   The question never left his brain for long throughout that night and the following day. He watched her all day, and it was like seeing her with new eyes. The attraction had always been there, but now it was much more than just the fact that she was beautiful.  She was literally the other half of his soul. Every time she worked with a child, he saw the missing piece of his life clearer.
 
   Life without her was not complete. At the end of the day it was like leaving a part of himself behind as he climbed into his car with Antonio to go home. And once he got there, he realized it wasn’t really home without her there either. She had never actually been to his apartment, but somehow it didn’t seem the same without her. It was empty and quiet, and he vowed to himself that somehow, he would bring the missing piece to his puzzle home.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 14
 
    
 
   “Happy Halloween,” he whispered, not wanting to disturb the napping children when he showed up in the afternoon after spending the morning in Jerry’s office going over the numbers.
 
   “Happy Halloween to you, too,” she whispered back repositioning the tray of cookies on the table.
 
   “So, what’re you doing for Halloween?” he asked as he picked up a cup and filled it with juice.
 
   “Tonight?” she asked surprised although it was a question she had been willing him to ask her all day.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Oh. I don’t know. Why?” she asked, pretending to be concerned with the placement of the napkins. Actually, keeping her hands busy was only a hopeless attempt at slowing her racing heart. 
 
   “Well, I’m taking Greg and Antonio out trick-or-treating, and I thought maybe you’d like to come along,” he said, setting a cup down and then resetting it.
 
   She lifted the center of her eyebrows in concern. “Do I have to dress up?”
 
   “Only if you want to,” he said, sounding husky and waylaid. “We can pick you up if you want.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll just meet you somewhere,” she said quickly, wanting desperately to keep him far, far away from her ramshackle apartment.
 
   “I’m supposed to be at Bryan’s at 7:30. How about if we just meet over there?”
 
   Bryan’s. Great. Just what she didn’t want, but she saw no way around it. “K. Be sure to give me directions before you leave.”
 
    
 
   Driving, reading the map and the street signs while trying to remain calm and collected, was taxing Gabi’s already frazzled mind. 
 
   “Oh, for pity sake.” She squinted at the map in the dimness of the outside street lights. “Curtis. Right on Curtis. That’s easy for you to say. Curtis... Curtis... Myles... Franklin.... Jackson... Curtis. Thank goodness.”
 
   However, when she turned onto the street, her heart flipped over. This neighborhood went way past nice all the way to unbelievably wealthy. Her car looked a gazillion years old compared to the BMW’s and Lexuses parked in the driveways. She was way out of her league here. In fact, her league felt like Mars was closer. 
 
   “1011.” She read the numbers on the front wall and then looked past it to the house beyond. “Wow.”
 
   The house wrapped halfway around the cul-de-sac, and Gabi had to force herself not to simply turn around and drive away. This was not what she was expecting. She parked on the circle drive and shut off the engine. Everything around her was silent. She grabbed up the map for one last check. Somehow, she thought, there had to be some mistake. But it was no mistake. 1011 Curtis.
 
   “Oh, boy, Gabi-girl,” she said to herself as she got out slowly. “This should be interesting. Just stay cool. You can do this.”
 
   She walked steadily to the front door and pressed the lighted bell as sounds of children and Halloween up and down the block brushed her ears. Nothing. She reached to press the button again just as the inside door swung open, and there stood Pam. As perfect as ever.
 
   “Gabi,” Pam said with a smile. “Come on in. It’s freezing out there.”
 
   Gabi walked into the entrance and stopped cold. The house was huge on the outside, but inside it was enormous. A grand staircase ran from the entrance to heights unseen above her. The entryway itself was almost the size of her whole apartment, and every piece of trim and railing was pearlescent white.
 
   “I’m so glad you could make it.” It was as if Pam didn’t notice Gabi’s reaction to the house. “Oh, please, don’t look at my house, it’s a disaster. The maid’s off on Fridays.”
 
   Gabi couldn’t see even a single thing out of place as she followed Pam into the living room where there was more opulence and luxury than her eyes could figure out what to look at.
 
   “Bryan, Gabi’s here,” Pam called before returning to the conversation. “Andrew called a few minutes ago. They had some trouble with a laser sword or something, so he’s going to be a little late. Have a seat, and make yourself comfortable.”
 
   “Oh, uh, thank you.” Gabi willed her feet to carry her over the plush ivory circular rug under her feet.
 
   “Gabi!” Bryan said as if she was the queen when he emerged from one of the back rooms. “I’m so glad you could make it. Welcome. Welcome.”
 
   She turned in surprise. “I appreciate you having me.” She hoped that was the appropriate thing to say.  Bryan extended his hand to her, and she shook it and smiled.
 
   “Please, have a seat,” he said, sitting in one of the lounge chairs. “I never got a chance to talk with you the other day. I was really very impressed with the center. I’ve been telling Pam about it all week.”
 
   “It’s all he’s talked about,” Pam affirmed, sitting primly on one end of the same sofa Gabi occupied. 
 
   “What you all do with those kids.” Bryan shook his head. “Well, it’s simply amazing.”
 
   “We try,” Gabi said, her voice and mind abandoning her. What was she doing here again?
 
   “We were a little surprised by Andrew’s announcement,” Pam said, watching her, and Gabi spun that direction.
 
   “Yeah, I was a little surprised myself.” Gabi felt like she was under a microscope. She had to force her hands to stay quietly in her lap, and that wasn’t at all easy. They wanted to smooth, to redo, to do something, anything to make her not look so dowdy and out-of-place. But that was hopeless. 
 
   “Andrew’s really changed since he started going out there,” Bryan said, nodding seriously, and he narrowed his gaze as if in thought. “He’s grown up a lot. I think it’s been really good for him.”
 
   Gabi smiled what she hoped was a polite smile. She wasn’t at all comfortable with this situation or this conversation.
 
   “Gabi!” a muffled voice said behind her.
 
   She spun and came face-to-face with a ferocious green-and-red dragon head.
 
   “Ah!” she gasped in actual fear, and the muffled voice started laughing.
 
   “I got you,” Greg said, still laughing as he pulled the dragon’s head off.
 
   “Wow. You sure did,” Gabi said, recovering quickly. “That’s a great costume. Very lifelike.”
 
   “Mom thinks it’s gross, but I think it’s cool.”
 
   “Pretty cool,” Gabi agreed, smiling at him.
 
   “When’s Uncle Drew going to be here?” Greg swung the dragon’s tail behind him all the way into the living room.
 
   “He should be here pretty soon,” Bryan said. “And remember Greg, Uncle Andrew is bringing the little boy who’s staying with him now, and I want you to be nice to him. You hear me?”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Greg said with a nod.
 
   Just then headlights flashed across the room.
 
   “I bet that’s them,” Pam said, getting up and going to the door as Bryan collared Greg.
 
   “I mean it, Greg. This little boy isn’t used to making new friends, so don’t scare him,” Bryan warned.
 
   “I won’t, Dad,” Greg said with annoyance.
 
   Gabi felt like a shelf decoration — unseen and unnoticed.
 
   “Trick or treat!” she heard Andrew call from the door, and she smiled in spite of her nerves. He could brighten her day just by being in it. “Sorry we’re late. Wouldn’t you just know it, the batteries in our saber sword went out! I tell you what there’s nothing worse than a power outage in a saber sword.”
 
   He walked into the living room pushing Antonio ahead of him. The second she saw Antonio’s eyes, she knew exactly how she had looked only moments before.
 
   “Hi, Gabi,” Andrew said the second he saw her, and the smile he gave her was missed by no one.
 
    
 
   “Hi, Andrew,” Gabi said, shyly getting up and crossing over to him. He reached out to her and put his arms around her, drawing her into a hug. Suddenly in Andrew’s world everything felt very, very right. She left him and bent down to the little masked figure. “Hi, Antonio.” Putting her hand on the silky material of the arm of his costume, she rubbed there. “You look so good. No bad guys will be getting us tonight.”
 
   “Hey, Andrew,” Bryan said, coming over to shake his hand.
 
   “Bryan,” Andrew said, and he knew by the look in his brother’s eyes that he approved.
 
   “Uncle Drew.” Greg’s muffled voice broke through the introductions and greetings.
 
   Andrew turned and started as if horrified. “Oh, man!” Andrew said in mock fear as he put his hand on his chest. “It’s the Lock Ness Monster! He’s alive!”
 
   “It’s me, goofy.” Greg pulled the head off, and they all laughed. “Like my tail?”
 
   “I love it.”
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?” Pam asked skeptically.
 
   “Sure. It’ll be fun. Right, Gabi?” Andrew said, wrapping his arm over her shoulders again. He loved how right she felt there next to him, like the missing piece he had finally found.
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   “Well, we’d better get going,” Andrew said with one more squeeze. “You ready, Greg?”
 
   “Ready,” Greg said, replacing the head on his shoulders.
 
   “Ready, Antonio?”
 
   Antonio nodded as if on command, and Gabi’s heart soared. More progress.
 
   “Then let’s go get some CANDY!” Andrew clapped his hands and rubbed them together, and Gabi laughed. They herded the children out into the chilly night air. “We’ll be back in a little bit.”
 
   “Have fun,” Bryan called.
 
   “We will,” the dragon said happily.
 
   “We will,” the Power Ranger said happily, and Gabi’s mouth dropped wide open. Andrew looked down at her in disbelief, and he knew she’d heard it too.   
 
   “Am I hearing things?” he whispered almost inaudibly as he leaned down right next to her.
 
   “I don’t think so,” she said softly, and she smiled up at him. He put and arm around her, pulled her closer, and they followed the kids out into the night.
 
    
 
   “You wouldn’t believe all the candy we got,” Greg said, the excitement spilling over as he dumped his hoard onto the coffee table. 
 
   “Greg!” Pam exclaimed in dismay.
 
   “It’s okay, Pam,” Bryan said, finally getting into the spirit of things. “Let’s see, Greg. Oh, wow. Cool. Snickers. I love Snickers. Antonio, how’d you do?”
 
   The tiny Power Ranger stepped forward and placed his bag carefully on the table. Then he stepped back and put his head down.
 
   “Oh, hey. Here, let me help you with that,” Andrew said, knowing exactly what Antonio was afraid of. But one hurdle at a time, they were making progress. Andrew sat Indian-style on the carpet and placed Antonio on his lap. Then he took the bag and turned it upside down. Candy spilled out everywhere.
 
   Gabi saw Antonio gasp, but she couldn’t tell if it was in fear or delight. 
 
   “See, look it here,” Andrew said, picking up a candy bar without ever missing a beat. “We got some Sprees, and some Hot Tamales, and a Hershey bar.” One by one he named each piece of candy and lined them up on the table as Antonio sat mesmerized. 
 
   “So, what kind do you want first?” Andrew asked, looking down at the child. At first, nothing moved, and then slowly, Antonio pointed to one of the candy bars while simultaneously burrowing deeper into Andrew’s chest. “A Hershey bar. Great choice. Gotta love the chocolate.”
 
   He opened it, broke off a piece and handed it to the little boy.
 
   “Here, Antonio,” Gabi said, coming to kneel down next to them, “why don’t we take this mask off, and I’ll hold it for you?” She bent and slipped the mask off the little face, and the eyes that looked up at them held only wonder. Gone was the hatred and the fear. She smiled at him.
 
   “Hey, Antonio,” Greg said, coming back to life as he ate his way through a Milky Way. “You want to come play with my trains?”
 
   Andrew tilted his head to look at Antonio. “I bet he’d like that, wouldn’t you, Antonio?”
 
   The little head bobbed slowly up and down though he was looking only at his candy and none of them.
 
   “Awesome! Come with me.” Greg pushed to his feet and extended his hand to the little Power Ranger, and all the adults froze. They knew about Antonio’s track record with other kids. But almost without hesitation, Antonio reached up and took the offered hand.
 
   “I’ll just go with them.” Andrew unfolded himself from the floor. “Be right back.”
 
   And they left.
 
   “So, Gabi,” Bryan said before she could think of a good excuse to follow the boys, “Pam, tells me your an artist.”
 
   She wished she had thought of a way to get away. Intimidation was pretty much factored in to this situation. “Oh. Not really. I just sketch a little sometimes. It’s just a hobby really.”
 
   He leaned back on his hands, still sitting on the floor across the coffee table, an appraised her. “You sketch, you play the piano beautifully, is there anything you can’t do?” 
 
   Gabi wasn’t sure how to reply to that question, so she just smiled and half-shrugged the compliment off.
 
   “It’s really getting late,” she said, checking her watch. “I really better get going. I think I’ll just go say good-bye to the guys.”
 
   Bryan stood as she did before going back over to his chair. Gabi quickly retraced Andrew’s steps over to the stairs, hoping upon hope that she wouldn’t get lost at the top of them. This whole domestic scene with everything around them in such perfection made her very uncomfortable, and all she wanted was get back to her own reality. She climbed the steps carefully and followed the sound of the children’s voices down the hall.
 
   When she reached the door, however, the scene before her stopped her in her tracks. Greg sat in the middle of the huge room with Antonio next to him. Andrew lay propped on one elbow next to the boys keeping a close eye on all the action. Each boy held a remote control, and it appeared they were having a very, very good time — such a good time in fact that none of them noticed Gabi’s entrance.
 
   “Now, don’t go too fast, Antonio,” Greg instructed as if they were preforming brain surgery, “that’s a really sharp turn.”
 
   “Okay,” Antonio replied as he watched the remote and the train as it rounded the corner. 
 
   Greg nodded his approval. “Very good.”
 
   “Thanks.” Antonio continued to guide the train around the track. “This is fun. Isn’t it, Andrew?”
 
   “It sure is, Antonio,” Andrew said as he rubbed his hand on the little boy’s back, and the amazement and pride in his voice came through loud and clear. Just then her movement at the door caught his eye, and he looked up. “Oh. Hey, Gabi. Pretty neat trains, don’t you think?”
 
   “Terrific,” she said as he hopped up leaving the two boys watching the trains run through the forest and the railroad crossings. In a heartbeat he was next to her. So close, her throat constricted, and she struggled to stop her mind from spinning out of control. It wasn’t easy. How could he do this to her just by walking across the room? “I... I think it’s time for me to go.”
 
   “Already?” He placed his hand on the side of the door frame beside her, and her gaze started searching for something to look at to avoid his eyes and his overwhelming presence. The soft musk of his cologne was making her woozy, but as far as she could see there was no escape from him.
 
   “I had a nice time,” she forced herself to say through the lump in her throat. Breathing was becoming a real issue.
 
   “I did, too,” he said, inching nearer to her.  For one brief moment she thought he would kiss her, but he stopped as he gazed down at her. “There’s a soccer game tomorrow in the park, you want to come?”
 
   “Oh. I don’t know,” she said willing herself not to lose control and simply pull him and his lips to hers. The memory of his last kiss heated its way through her, making every other thought vanish. Could he see what his presence was doing to her? Could he feel how impossible it was becoming to keep herself away?
 
   “Antonio and I’ll be there, and we’d love for you to join us,” he said, his eyes boring into her.  
 
   She finally nodded. “I’ll think about it.” Oh, how she wanted him to come to her and yet her sanity was pushing him away. She dared a glance up at him and immediately regretted it. A girl could get lost in those eyes and never realize she was gone. Any second now, she would lose touch with reality and just be consumed with them. “I’d better go.”
 
   “K.” His voice sounded deep and raspy. “I’ll walk you out.” He dropped his hand, and she breathed easier for that moment as he turned to give the kids instructions. “You two behave yourselves. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Neither boy even glanced up, and Andrew looked back at her, shrugged, and turned to leave.
 
   “Cool,” Antonio said at that moment, with no trace of fear or reservation. They both stopped at the sound of the boy’s voice. “Let’s switch trains.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   Andrew looked at Gabi, and his smile could’ve lit up Manhattan. Quietly, they tiptoed down the hall and then down the winding staircase that led to the entryway.
 
   “He’s so precious, Andrew,” Gabi whispered, not wanting to break the spell.
 
   “Who would’ve thought, huh?”
 
   “Not me,” she agreed as they reached the ground floor.
 
   “Oh, Gabi, are you leaving so soon?” Pam asked, tugging Bryan along right behind her.
 
   “Yeah, it’s been a really long day.” The tired sound in Gabi’s voice was no act.
 
   “Well, don’t be a stranger,” Bryan said, smiling a million dollar smile at her.
 
   “Come on, Bryan. Let’s go check on the boys so these two can say a proper goodnight,” Pam said, giving Andrew a behave-yourself look. Andrew ducked his head in embarrassment and dug his hands in his pockets as Bryan followed his wife up the stairs. He waited until they were good and gone.
 
   “Sorry about that,” he said when they were safely out of earshot.
 
   “They’re nice.” Gabi got a smile to her face but barely. Suddenly she was as nervous as Andrew looked. “I really had a nice time tonight.”
 
   “Yeah, I did too.”
 
    
 
   The second his eyes met hers, the heat in Andrew began to fill his entire being. He wanted to say so much — that he loved her, that she was the most wonderful person in the world, that he couldn’t live without her, that he would die to have her, but no words would form in his head much less on his lips. It was like he was drowning in her soft eyes, and he never wanted to breathe again.
 
   “Well, I’d better get going,” she finally said, at first breaking the connection and then daring one final nervous glance at him before turning and reaching for the doorknob.
 
   He couldn’t take it a second longer. The distance between them, the walls, the uncertainty. “Gabi.” he said softly as he reached for her arm, caught it, turned her, and pulled her mouth to his in one motion. 
 
   This was right. He knew it the second her lips touched his, soft, warm, alive. It was more right than anything he’d ever done in his life. Being with her, holding her in his arms, kissing her. It was all so very right. He felt the perfection of it searing down into the center of him, and he knew without question that she felt it, too. Confident that this was all he ever wanted again, he deepened the kiss, pressing her body closer to his with a tightening of his arm around her waist. Suddenly he felt as though he could never get enough of her, like even having all of her wouldn’t be enough.
 
   Just then his mind caught up with his body, and he realized that she was pushing against him for freedom. With the strength of seventy wild horses, he tore himself free from her lips, his breath coming in ragged gasps as he fought to find reality back. 
 
   “Gabi,” he breathed haltingly as he struggled for control of the torrent of emotions the kiss had unleashed in him. It took all of his strength to find the surface back. “I need to tell you something.”
 
   “No.” The word was choked and fearful. She seemed locked in her own battle with herself, and it wasn’t difficult to see she was losing. 
 
   Suddenly, unimaginably, he only wanted to make sure this was goodnight because it suddenly felt so much like good-bye.
 
   She shook her head. “No, Andrew, don’t. Not now. Please.”
 
   “Not now, or not ever?” He searched her face for some clue as to why she was suddenly pushing him away. “Please, Gabi. We need to talk about this, about us.”
 
   “There is no us. There can’t be.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “I really have to go, Andrew.” And with that, she wrenched herself from his grasp and headed out the door. “Goodnight, Andrew.”
 
   “Gabi,” he said, reaching out for her again, but his hands were filled with only air as he watched her flee down the sidewalk. “No, Gabi, come back, please. We need to talk. Gabi, please...”
 
    
 
   She ran down the walk, fumbling for her keys and fighting the tears that were threatening to overtake her. She heard his pleas only dimly behind her, but only one thought managed to push through the jumble of messages flooding her brain. Run.
 
   It took only a matter of seconds before the car engine was roaring underneath her, and she shoved the car in gear and pushed the accelerator to the floor. She wasn’t thinking, she was only reacting, and her instinct told her she needed to get away — fast.
 
   The car tore its way down the now-deserted, quiet street and back out to the freeway. She didn’t slow down until she saw the sign directing her back to Collins. Collins. Home. Safety. Safety from him, from the frightening emotions he unleashed in her. Safety from her own treacherous body, and safety from the overwhelming desire to retrace steps she’d thought she’d left behind years before. 
 
   What was she doing? Andrew was just like all the others. No, he was worse than all the others. He’d already shown her that in a hundred ways. He always got what he wanted, he manipulated people and situations to fit his own personal game plan. He didn’t care about her — not really. It was a show, a farce, and she couldn’t let herself give in to him. She couldn’t fall into that trap again. She had been there once and almost didn’t make it out, and she had vowed then she would never go back. Never.
 
   Her desperate need to flee didn’t lose steam until she had double dead bolted and chained the door of her apartment behind her. Andrew Clark was a dangerous man, and he, like all the others — no more than all the others — could not be trusted. She had to remember that, her very life depended on it.
 
    
 
   Andrew was still standing on the sidewalk when Bryan ventured back down the steps.
 
   “Andrew?” he asked concerned when he saw his brother. “It’s freezing out there. Why don’t you come in here before you catch pneumonia?”
 
   But Andrew didn’t hear him. The only thing he could hear was the fear in her voice and the screech of her tires on the pavement. How had things gotten so totally out of control so fast?
 
   “Andrew?” Bryan asked suddenly appearing at his elbow. “Hey. You okay?”
 
   Slowly, Andrew looked over at him, and the shock and sadness were evident.
 
   “Gabi left?”
 
   Andrew nodded dumbfounded.
 
   “Why don’t you come in here, and we’ll have a little talk about the illogical intricacies of the female mind?” Bryan tipped his head to his brother and led him back into the house.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   By the time the sun came up Saturday morning, the sheer panic that had overcome her the night before had subsided leaving in its wake a dull ache in the pit of her stomach. It was true, she reasoned, as she buttered her piece of smoke-colored toast, that she hadn’t done anything to discourage his advances up until last night. In fact, she decided as she reflected on her life since Andrew Clarks’s arrival that if anything, she had encouraged them.
 
   She had, after all gone out with him on three occasions as well as accompanying him to the hospital and the detention center. Worse still, she hadn’t resisted any of the kisses he had bestowed on her up until now either.  But those, she tried to tell herself, were friendly kisses. One friend to another. No strings attached. But last night’s kiss far transcended friendship. And although it was exactly the direction one part of her wanted to go, another part of her knew it was dangerous with a capital D.
 
   Sure, he was a nice guy, for the most part, but he had a control over her body that she couldn’t quite comprehend. It was a feeling she had felt only one other time in her life, and that time she had gotten burned — badly. No, getting involved with Andrew Clark was a thoroughly disastrous idea, and if she wanted to keep all she had fought so hard to gain, she needed to remember that.
 
    
 
   As the boys skipped in front of them, Bryan and Andrew crossed the grass of the park in silence. Andrew’s eyes scanned the almost empty area for any trace of her, any signs of the butterfly, but he realized with a sigh that she hadn’t come.
 
   What had she actually said when he asked her to come? That she would? That she might? That it was a possibility? He couldn’t remember. In fact remembering anything clearly was difficult — except for the pain in his heart when she ran away. What had he done that was so wrong? What was he supposed to do now?
 
   “You okay?” Bryan asked with concern.
 
   Andrew just sighed.
 
   “It’s going to be all right, you know?” Bryan said with a confidence no one could actually feel after last night. “She’ll come around. Just give her a little time. Take it from me — the road to eternity is a very, very bumpy one.”
 
   “But what if she doesn’t come back? What if I messed things up for good?”
 
   “I seriously doubt that.” Bryan sat on the bench, and Andrew followed as the pre-game warm-up began on the field. “I saw the way she looks at you. She’s just scared. That’s all.”
 
   “But why? What’d I do?”
 
   His brother shrugged. “Maybe it’s not something you did. I think you’ll have to ask her that question to find out, but trust me, you haven’t lost the war, my friend. Don’t give up hope. It may take some time, but Gabi will come around. You have to trust that.” With that, he turned his attention to the field. 
 
   Antonio came over and sat next to Andrew on the bench, but Andrew barely noticed. Give her space. Give her time. That was so much easier said than done. He didn’t want to give her space, he wanted her with him now, but in his heart he knew that Bryan was right. Like it or not, he would have to stand where he was and let her come to him — even if that killed him in the process. He glanced around the park again, hoping against hope that he would see her. She had to come. She just had to.
 
    
 
   It was all she could do to keep her mind occupied and off of the idea of the park. In her mind and heart, she could see the boys playing soccer, and Andrew sitting there watching them. He wanted her to come, but she knew going would be a mistake. It would give him the wrong impressions of her intentions in the matter. No, if she just kept busy and didn’t think too much, she would be much better off.
 
   She yanked the boxes out of the tiny hall closet. It would be nice to have a day to herself. She’d wanted to get this closet cleaned for a year now. Today she would clean the closet, top to bottom, and somehow tomorrow would take care of itself.
 
    
 
   On Sunday night at his apartment, Andrew watched Antonio kick the soccer ball in the air and almost hit his shelf of awards, but it didn’t even register. It had been almost 36 hours since he had talked to her, and his life was already screeching to a halt. She couldn’t be that offended by one little, innocent kiss, could she? Nobody got that upset over a simple kiss, he reasoned, trying to make himself believe it.
 
   But it wasn’t a simple kiss, and he knew it. It was his fault she’d run. He’d pushed too hard and had inadvertently scared her out of her wits. Somehow he had to make it up to her, to show her that she was being silly. Surely she could see that. Surely by tomorrow she would come to her senses. Surely . . .
 
    
 
   The entire apartment was spit-shined. Gabi had even dusted the cabinet fronts with furniture polish. There wasn’t a half-inch anywhere that wasn’t clean. However, it hadn’t taken quite as long as she had hoped, and somehow she was left with another six hours of emptiness to fill.  She briefly considered cleaning out her car, but the temperature had dropped almost to the freezing point so that was out.
 
   There had to be something she could do though. Something that would take her mind off the accusations and the guilt running through her head. She turned on the television and didn’t even bother to turn the channel to something other than football.
 
   Maybe she could work on the Christmas play. With the center’s future secure, thanks to…  She chopped that thought in half as she grabbed a notebook and sat on the raggedy couch. “Reindeer. We need lots of reindeer.”
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 15
 
    
 
   By the time he arrived at the center with Antonio the following morning, Andrew was a wreck. He’d wanted to get there early so he could talk to her, but luck wasn’t on his side this morning. First it was the hunt for Antonio’s right shoe (which they found in the refrigerator), then it was the search for his left shoe (which they found in the laundry piled on the bathroom floor), then it was the search for the car keys (which they finally found in Antonio’s lunch box only after a very lengthy, very frantic search).
 
   He couldn’t remember a time when his life had been so completely frazzled — even on the most frantic days at The Herald, he was always the one who was calm, cool, and collected — always rising above whatever the current crisis happened to be. But this was different. Very different. This was uncharted territory for him, and he had no idea how to even start making a map.
 
   She didn’t even look up when they walked in, and Andrew noticed instantly that her back looked more rigid today — like a scarecrow on a post. 
 
   “Morning,” he said as cheerfully as possible to the room full of children.
 
   “Hi, Mr. Clark,” Shaniquille said, greeting him with a happy smile.
 
   “Hi, Shaniquille,” he replied, forcing himself to act like nothing in the world was bothering him. He kept watching her out of the corner of his eye, but there was nothing — no reaction whatsoever. 
 
   Okay. Two can play this game. 
 
    
 
   The shaking in her core radiated throughout her body and quickly found its way to her fingers. So, he did have the guts to show up after all. Somehow during the course of the last two hours Gabi had convinced herself that he wouldn’t, but here he was.
 
   “See, Devon,” she said, willing her voice and hands to stay steady, “you hold the pencil like this, so it’s steady when you write. Here, you try it. Yeah, that’s good. Here, make a ‘y.’ Very good.”
 
   She could feel his eyes on her, and it was all she could do to maintain her composure. She just had to make it to lunch, she reasoned, then she would convince Jerry to move him out of her classroom. She didn’t need him anymore. Antonio would be fine without him, and she would definitely be better off without him.
 
   “Like this, Miss T?” Devon asked at her elbow.
 
   “Yes, just like that, Devon. Very good,” she said, but she barely saw the paper in front of her. All of her senses were following him around the room behind her. Step. Step. Stop. Step. Step. Step. Step. Step. Stop. Her nerves went on high alert. He was coming toward her, closing the distance. She jumped to her feet and quickly announced a little too loudly, “Okay. That’s enough writing for today. Why don’t you all gather around up here at the big table? I have an announcement.”
 
   So far she had succeeded in keeping her back to him, but when she looked up from the table, there was nowhere for her eyes to hide. The children clamoring between them disappeared as his eyes searched hers for an answer — an answer to a question that seared her very soul.
 
   She tore her gaze from his, looking quickly down at the papers in her hands that she couldn’t see. 
 
   “How would you all like to put on a Christmas play?” she asked through the fog in her brain.
 
   “Yay!” the kids yelled, jumping up and down.
 
   “Over the weekend I wrote out a few little skits I think we can do as a class, and maybe we’ll ask some of the older kids to do skits, too. If they want to,” she stammered, trying to force her thoughts to stay on track. “Today, I think we’ll just practice a few of the songs so you all will know how they go.”
 
   Her hands shook and almost lost control of the papers. 
 
   “Why don’t you sit down over here, and we’ll learn the first song?” she said, straining for a tone that didn’t sound frazzled. “I think we’ll start with ‘We Wish You a Merry Christmas.’”
 
    
 
   Andrew watched her, and besides the fact that she wouldn’t look at him, she looked totally in control of everything. But it was obvious that she wanted absolutely nothing to do with him, and that realization felt like a knife in his heart. 
 
   Look at me, his heart willed her, but she never so much as glanced his direction. 
 
   He had thought that not being with her would be the worst thing in the world, but he was so, so wrong. The worst thing in the world was being here, in the same room with her, and yet knowing she was ten million miles away.
 
    
 
   “Here you go, Leslie.” She handed the child the tattered blanket. “Here’s yours, Bobby.”
 
   One-by-one each child retrieved a blanket from her and found an empty spot on the floor. In no time, they were scattered around the room quietly squeezing their tiny eyelids closed.
 
   She closed the cabinet softly and walked over to her desk, knowing full well the children could no longer be her shield.
 
   “Gabi,” Andrew said softly, approaching her desk as though it might jump out and bite him.
 
   “You know, if you don’t mind, I really need to get some practice in for the play,” she said, without really looking up. “I thought maybe you could watch the kids while I go practice.”
 
   “Gabi,” he said, pleading with her. “I was hoping we could talk.”
 
   “Talk?” She looked at him and then busied herself with the papers again. “I don’t think we have anything to talk about, but I really do need to start practicing for the play, so if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
   Purposefully she took the long way out of the room, avoiding the direct route that led right past him. On the other side of the door, she closed it without a sound behind her and fled down the hallway, knowing eventually she wouldn’t be able to escape anymore.
 
    
 
   Andrew stood in disbelief, shaking his head. They didn’t have anything to talk about? Was she kidding? She wasn’t even going to give him a chance to explain? It was obvious from his vantage point that Gabi had made up her mind about their chances of being together, and they consisted of a big, fat zero.
 
   He sat down heavily in her chair and laid his head on the desk. Right now a nap sounded like a very, very good idea.
 
    
 
   Her fingers pounded the keys as Gabi let her frustration with herself pour into them. What had she done? Why had she let herself fall for him? Talking was a bad idea. Even being in the same room with him was a bad idea. He made her body threaten a mutiny against her sanity, and her heart was cheering it on. But her mind. No. Her mind knew better. She had to focus on the advice of her mind and keep the other treacherous parts of herself in check.
 
   But why did he have to look at her like that? Why did his voice have to melt her soul like butter on a hot muffin? The questions flooded out into the music as the notes blurred before her. Ten years ago falling for Andrew Clark would have been simple, and that was exactly the problem. Falling for anyone was never simple, and she pounded the keys even harder in an attempt to solidify that belief in her head.
 
    
 
   He thought she would come back for them, but after waiting a full five minutes past the start of music time, he decided she wasn’t coming. So, he opened the door for the paired up children, and they made their way down the hall.
 
   A major feeling of deja vu hit him, and its force almost physically knocked him backward. Music filled the hallway, and there was no question who was making it. His very soul knew. Heaven awaited him at the end of that corridor, and he quickened his steps to get to it before it stopped.  
 
    
 
   The music flowed through her with no hesitation. In the music she was free, released from the bonds that held her heart and body in check. In the music she could dream, she could make believe that everything in her life had been perfect forever. It was her very essence, and she clung to it for dear life. 
 
    
 
   The children marched two-by-two into the lobby and found their seats around the piano as she continued to play. They didn’t seem to think it was strange that she didn’t stop. They were just enjoying the beautiful music of a teacher they loved.
 
    
 
   Gabi felt the song under her fingers come to an end, and she was saddened by its departure.  As the song faded, she became aware of strange sounds around her, and her mind snapped back to reality. The children. They were here, but where had they come from? She looked around in disbelief at them, and then her gaze met his and held.
 
   She gulped, trying to think straight, trying to make herself rejoin reality, but looking at him smiling at her was making that impossible.
 
   “That was pretty, Miss T,” Leslie said. “What was it called?”
 
   Gabi looked at the girl and blinked twice.
 
   “Uh, ‘Wind Beneath My Wings.’” With shaking fingers Gabi ran her fingers under her eyes, forcing herself to regain control. “Well, since you all are here, why don’t we run through ‘We Wish You a Merry Christmas?’”
 
   And just like that the control and distance from herself returned.
 
    
 
   The bouncing of the basketballs and the noise of the games around Andrew couldn’t shake the unbelievable music from his head. Somehow he had to find a way to talk to her — whether she wanted to or not. He couldn’t live without her. It was no longer a possibility.
 
   “Hey, Mr. C, think fast.” Irvin threw him the ball, and Andrew barely caught it before it nailed him in the chest. “Hey, what do you say? We need another man over here. How about you come join us?”
 
   Basketball. It was just what he needed.
 
    
 
   “You know, Mr. C,” Irvin said seriously as one of the other players chased a pass Andrew never saw coming across the court, “it would really help if you could keep your mind on the court for more than like two seconds. Unless, of course, you’re a plant from the other side.”
 
   Andrew bristled at the taunt. “Just shut up and play ball, Thompson.”
 
   Irvin obeyed, but not before he checked Andrew with an odd look. The game resumed, and this time Andrew forced himself to push everything, including her out of his mind, so he could concentrate on the game at hand.
 
    
 
   Andrew noticed with some concern that Irvin didn’t follow his buddies out of the gym when they left just before six. He tried to stay nonchalant as he took practice shots from the key. His hand was better now, and the physical exertion was doing him some good.
 
   “Andrew,” Becky called from the stands, “you going to lock up tonight?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll get it,” Andrew said, firing another shot at the backboard. It looked more like oversized pinball rather than basketball. 
 
   “Goodnight, Irvin,” Becky said as she made her way out of the gym.
 
   “Goodnight, Mrs. Jones,” Irvin said. “Tell Mr. Jones I said hello.”
 
   She laughed at that and left.
 
   Andrew continued firing shots at the basket although most of them bounced right off the backboard so that he had to race to catch up to them.
 
   “What’s up, Mr. C?” Irvin asked, crossing the court to Andrew’s goal.
 
   “Not much, how ‘bout you, Irvin?” Andrew said as nonchalantly as possible, and he fired another one, which actually went in.
 
   Irvin took up position under Andrew’s goal and fixed him with a hard stare.
 
   “You and Miss T have a fight?” Irvin asked, leaning against the pole of Andrew’s target, arms crossed.
 
   That stunned Andrew into stopping in mid-shot. “Me and Miss T?” He rested the ball on his hip. “Why would you say that?”
 
   “’Cause from what I can see you are like way zoned out today. I thought it might have something to do with Miss T.  Does it?”
 
   Andrew exhaled, pulled the ball from his side, and fired it at the basket. It bounced clear of the font of the goal with a clang. “I don’t think that’s any of your business.” 
 
   “Miss T’s always my business,” Irvin said, retrieving the ball and firing it back at Andrew. “So, what’s up with you two?”
 
   “Nothing’s up.” Andrew dribbled the ball hard on the court. He was quickly becoming annoyed with this conversation. Taking the dribble he went up and under the basket for a lay-up.
 
   “Is Antonio making it tough for you guys to — you know — hook up?” Irvin interlaced his fingers as if in explanation. 
 
   Andrew caught the intended meaning and picked up the dribble. “Irvin.”
 
   “Well, is he?” Irvin asked innocently. “Because if he is, I wouldn’t, you know, mind babysitting sometime or something.”
 
   Despite his annoyance, Andrew couldn’t help but be touched. He resumed his dribbling although his mind was no longer on basketball. “What makes you think we’re hooking up?” 
 
   Irvin shrugged. “You like her, she likes you. What’s to think?” 
 
   “Just because we happen to like each other doesn’t mean we’re sleeping together,” Andrew said as off-handedly as possible as he took another shot; however, this time it was with much less force.
 
   “Sure it does.” Irvin watched Andrew with a decided frown. “It’s not like you’re in kindergarten.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.” He took another shot. 
 
   “No, come on, man. I mean Tonika and I do it, and we’re only in high school. I just figured, you know, you guys are older, so…”
 
   However, Andrew hadn’t made it past the Tonika comment. “Are you saying you and your girlfriend are sleeping together?” Andrew asked, trying not to sound like he was going to start lecturing. Something told him now would be a very bad time for a lecture.
 
   “It’s no big deal.” Irvin rolled his eyes as he got the ball and passed it back to Andrew. “Everybody does it.”
 
   “Oh, that’s a good reason.” Andrew suddenly losing all remaining interest in his basketball game. “Come here, Irvin, I think we need to have a little talk.”
 
   Irvin put his head back in consternation. “Come on, Mr. C, I know about the birds and the bees.” 
 
   At the bench, Andrew sat and wiped his forehead with his sleeve. “I have no doubt you do. But I’m not as sure that you know how to respect a lady.”
 
   “Oh, great.” Irvin rolled his eyes again. “Here we go.”
 
   “No, wait. Hang on. Hear me out.” Andrew swiped at his temples, having not realized how much he was sweating before. “First of all, Miss T and I aren’t rushing into anything — especially not sleeping together, and do you know why?”
 
   No answer came.
 
   “Because I respect her, that’s why, and because I want to know that when we do sleep together, we’ll know it’s for the right reasons.”
 
   Irvin rolled his eyes again and shook his head.
 
   “Let me ask you a question,” Andrew said. “Do you love Tonika?”
 
   “Love her?” Irvin’s eyebrows reached for the ceiling at first, and then fell when he realized what the answer should be. He shrugged. “Well, sure. I guess so.”
 
   “Do you want to be with her every second of the day? Do you think about her constantly? When she says your name, does your heart want to jump out of your chest?”
 
   “Uh, yeah?” 
 
   “Is she the one, Irvin? Is Tonika Miss Right? Or is she just Miss Right Now?”
 
   “I don’t know, man.” Irvin folded himself onto the floor of the court, annoyed. “I mean, how can you know something like that?”
 
   “When it’s right, you know it.” Andrew swiped once more. “You don’t have to question it.”
 
   Irvin shrugged. “So, big deal. Maybe she’s not Miss Forever, what difference does it make?”
 
   “Oh, Irvin, it makes all the difference it the world, my man.  Let me tell you a little something a wise old man once told me. Having sex with someone who isn’t Miss Right will make it very difficult to break it off with her. It solidifies a bad relationship because it creates a bond that can never be broken. 
 
   “But having sex before you’re married with Miss Right is worse. Because no matter what you do after that, there will always be that one nagging question:  ‘If she was willing to sleep with me then because it was easier than waiting, will she sleep with someone else now because it’s easy?’”
 
   Irvin looked at him like he had two heads. “So, you’re going to wait until you get married?” 
 
   “Yes, Irvin. I am,” Andrew said with the total conviction of a decision long-ago made.
 
   “That’s just crazy, man.”
 
   “Why? Why is that so crazy?” Andrew challenged.
 
   “Because why put off ‘til tomorrow what you can do today? You know what I’m saying? Besides it feels so good.”
 
   “Doing drugs feels good for the moment, too, but I wouldn’t recommend it. Don’t you see? It’s a trap. So, tell me this. What happens when Tonika gets pregnant? What happens then?”
 
   “Tonika ain’t gonna get pregnant.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? Well, what if she does? Are you going to quit school and get a job to support that child? Are you ready for that responsibility, Irvin?”
 
   “Come on, Mr. C, that ain’t gonna happen.”
 
   “No more college, no more playing basketball, no more school... Or are you going to be like your father?” Andrew knew it was a low-blow, but this was as important as any conversation got, and for Irvin’s sake, he was willing to make this hit home.
 
   Anger sliced across Irvin’s face. “I don’t see what my father has to do with this.”
 
   “Oh, you don’t? Well, I do. Your father didn’t die, Irvin. He left. He couldn’t take the pressure and responsibility of raising you, so he left. Is that what you’re going to do to your child?”
 
   “But I don’t have a child.”
 
   “Not yet, but you keep up the lifestyle you’re currently living, and it’s only a matter of time.”
 
   “Who’re you to criticize how I live? You can’t tell me what to do.”
 
   “No. You’re right. I can’t. I can’t make that decision for you, but I don’t think you should make that decision for yourself without thinking about all the consequences either. It doesn’t take much to get naked and jump in the sack with a warm body, Irvin. But it takes real character to decide that you want something better for your life, and real love to decide to do something better for hers.”
 
   “But it’s too late for me. I can’t go back now.”
 
   “It’s never too late,” Andrew said, sensing that at least on some level he was getting his message across to the young man he had come to care a great deal for. “You can make a new decision tonight and never look back.”
 
   “And what am I supposed to tell Tonika?” Irvin asked in skepticism. 
 
   “That you want to wait.”
 
   Irvin’s face fell into scowling consideration. “And what if she doesn’t understand that?”
 
   “Then you’ve just saved yourself a lot of time by finding out she’s not the right girl for you.”
 
   The young man shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t think I can do it.”
 
   “Tell you what. I’ll make you a deal.”
 
   “A deal? What kind of deal?”
 
   “More of a bet really,” Andrew said, knowing Irvin wouldn’t back down from a bet. “You don’t have sex for one month with Tonika or anybody else, and I’ll take you and a date to the fanciest restaurant in town — on me.”
 
   “One month?” Irvin gasped. “You’re crazy, dude.”
 
   “Take it or leave it.” Andrew shrugged, stood, and gathered up the basketball. “It’s your life, your choice — makes no difference to me.”
 
   Irvin sat in utter silence mulling the terms of the bet over in his mind, and for a split second when Andrew turned, he thought Irvin might tell him where he could put his bet. But slowly Irvin looked up and straight into Andrew’s eyes. “Are you serious?”
 
   “As a heart attack,” Andrew said never wavering.
 
   “Okay. I’ll take your bet,” Irvin said as resolve formed in his eyes. “One month.” Then he shrugged. “How hard can it be?”
 
   “Once you decide, it’s not hard at all,” Andrew said, offering him a hand up. “Come on, I’ve gotta go pick up Antonio.”
 
   “So, who taught you to play basketball anyway?” Irvin asked all seriousness gone as Andrew stowed the basketball in the bin and they left the gym.
 
   “I taught myself. Why?”
 
   “It shows.”
 
    
 
   “Hey, Miss T,” Irvin said the second he burst through her door at nearly 6:30. “Antonio, my man. Give me some skin!”
 
   Antonio beamed a mega-watt smile and slapped Irvin’s hand.
 
   “Hey, Miss T, you planning on staying here all night?” 
 
   “No, Irvin,” she said coldly. “I’m just waiting for all the parents to come get their kids.”
 
   The ice in her voice would have frozen a flame solid, and Irvin raised his eyebrows.
 
   “Bad day?” he asked taken aback.
 
   “Bad week.”
 
   “Oh.” Irvin backed away, having never see her quite this angry. “Well, I think I’ll just leave the two of you alone now.”
 
    
 
   “No. Hang on, Irvin. I’ll walk you out,” Gabi said, quickly throwing her things together. The last thing she wanted was to be here with Andrew alone. 
 
    
 
   Andrew hurriedly wrapped Antonio in his coat and followed them out. How ironic, and Irvin thought they were making out. Like there was any chance of that happening, he thought as he followed her ramrod straight body down the hall. 
 
   “Late game?” she asked only Irvin.
 
   “Yeah,” Irvin said clearly not wanting to go into the details of why at this moment.
 
   Gabi opened the door and stared at the cement as Irvin, Antonio, and Andrew crossed the threshold in front of her. She locked the door and headed across the parking lot.
 
   “See you guys tomorrow,” Irvin said with a departing wave as he headed in his usual direction.
 
   “’Night, Irvin,” Gabi called, not so much as slowing down.
 
   “Gabi.” Andrew grabbed Antonio’s hand and took off after her. However, her quick strides and his not wanting to drag Antonio on the pavement were not making catching her easy. “Gabi, please.”
 
   With that, she whirled on him. “Listen, Andrew. It’s been a very long day.”
 
   He pulled up short. “I just want to talk to you.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know if you ever learned this, but we don’t always get what we want,” she said as she yanked her car door open.
 
   “Gabi, please, I just want to talk,” Andrew said, standing forlornly by her door with Antonio’s hand in his.
 
   “It’s cold outside, Andrew. Antonio should be at home, not out in the freezing cold waiting for his father to finish playing basketball,” she said, and there was ice dripping from the words. 
 
   Direct hit. Andrew stood speechless and chastened. “Fine,” he finally said in defeat, and turning, he led Antonio to his own car. “Whatever you say.”
 
    
 
   Gabi watched him go, and her heart sank. What was she doing? She didn’t want to hurt him. She just wanted him to leave her alone. Why couldn’t he see what his presence was doing to her? Why couldn’t he just leave well enough alone? And why, for heaven’s sake, did she lose her mind every time he came around?
 
   It was maddening. Infuriating. And draining. She was suddenly extremely tired, but even as she started for home, it was all she could do not to turn the car around and follow him wherever he might lead her.    
 
    
 
   “Miss T’s really nice,” Antonio said with a serious nod. His speaking skills were becoming second-to-none and Andrew wondered vaguely why that was. “I didn’t think so at first, but now I think she’s cool.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s nice.” Andrew trudged up the steps to his apartment. “What did you all do today after I left?”
 
   “We colored.”
 
   “I bet that was fun.”
 
   “Yeah. I like to color, but I like the clay more.” 
 
   “The clay’s fun,” Andrew said, warming to the conversation as he unlocked the door. 
 
   “I wonder if Miss T likes soccer,” Antonio said, going directly for the soccer ball Greg had lent him. 
 
   “I don’t know.” Andrew sighed and tossed his keys to the little entry table. “We’ll have to ask her sometime.”
 
   Then he stopped with one glance at the answering machine. Messages? he thought puzzled when he saw the blinking light. That was strange. Who would be calling him? He hit the button.
 
   “Andrew, it’s Bill. It’s 10 o’clock on Monday. Give me a call. Beep ... Andrew, Bill again.  Where are you, Son? It’s noon. Give me a call. Beep .. Andrew, Bill. It’s seven o’clock, and I’m headed home. Give me a call there when you get this message. Beep.”
 
   Andrew exhaled slowly. Bill. This was not good news. He could feel it. He picked up the phone and hit the first speed dial button.
 
   “Hello?” came the voice almost immediately.
 
   “Bill? Hey. This is Andrew. What’s up?”
 
   “Oh, Andrew. Thank heavens. Where’ve you been, Son?”
 
   “I was out,” Andrew said, glancing with concern at Antonio playing with the soccer ball. 
 
   “Well, out any longer and you might’ve had a warrant out for your arrest.”
 
   “Sounds serious.”
 
   “It is. Listen, the federal boys are coming up pretty much empty handed with the DA’s office.  So they’re leaning pretty heavy on the paper — wanting your sources and the tapes. You know? Anyway, they want to talk to you as soon as possible. Can you come down to the paper tonight?”
 
   “Tonight?” Andrew asked in instant panic. “No can do, Bill. Can you put them off until tomorrow?”
 
   “Probably, but Andrew, I’m telling you, no funny business. Okay? These guys are serious.”
 
   “I get that,” Andrew said with no trace of humor in his voice. “Loud and clear. I’ll be in your office tomorrow morning at nine.”
 
   “Okay, and Andrew, don’t ever scare me like that again.”
 
   “’Night, Bill.” Andrew hung up and sighed. Just great. One more headache to deal with. Any more and they might have to start taking numbers.
 
   


 
  




Chapter 16
 
    
 
   He dropped Antonio off at the front door of the center and told him to tell Gabi he had some business to take care of. Antonio agreed and hopped out of the car. Andrew watched him walk up the steps and disappear into the building. He really was a great kid.
 
   Sighing, he put the car in drive and pulled out of the parking lot. Going back to reality after such a long break was almost overwhelming. A knot the size of Arkansas was forming in the pit of his stomach, and he rehearsed again his reasoning for not cooperating with the feds. It was a matter of principle for one, but more than that, he had given his word, and if nothing else, he was a man of his word. No matter what they did, as long as he held onto that, he wouldn’t lose himself.
 
   The car turned at all the right places, stopped at all the stop signs, and changed lanes as though it knew where he was going. It had taken this path many, many times in the past, but somehow that seemed like a million years ago. 
 
   Everything was the same, but nothing looked familiar anymore. It felt like he was leaving something behind not going toward something, and he hated that feeling. What he wouldn’t have given at this moment to be able to simply turn the car around, head back to the center, and bury himself there forever. But disappearing wasn’t an option. They would find him, and that would make things worse. Much worse.
 
   He pulled into The Herald and smiled to himself when he realized his favorite spot was vacant — as though it were waiting for him. In one motion, he parked, turned the car off, and took a look in the mirror. Straighten the tie, run the fingers through the hair, adjust the glasses, and he was as ready for this as he would ever be.
 
    
 
   “Good morning, Miss T,” Antonio said, shrugging out of his coat.
 
   “Good morning, Antonio.” Gabi tried not to hide her surprise at the warm greeting or the fact that Andrew didn’t seem to be immediately visible.
 
   “Andrew had to take care of some business,” Antonio said, fighting with one of his sleeves, and Gabi knelt to help him out of the coat.
 
   “Business, huh?”
 
   “He’ll be here later,” Antonio said, sounding very much like a miniature executive. 
 
   “Oh, okay,” Gabi said, dejected and berating herself for it at the same time. “The other kids are coloring. Do you want to come join us?”
 
   “Okay.”  
 
   Gabi couldn’t help but notice the remarkable change in the little boy. He no longer looked frightened or unsure of himself. It was almost like he wasn’t the same little kid anymore, and she smiled knowing exactly who had facilitated this change.
 
    
 
   “Agent Morgan, right?” Andrew extended his hand to the stern looking gentleman propped next to the coat rack in Bill’s office.
 
   “Mr. Clark.” Agent Morgan shook Andrew’s hand firmly as if in a coded message that he meant business.
 
   “So, what’s up?” Andrew asked, forcing himself to sound nonchalant as he took a seat across from Bill’s desk and looked around at the assembled entourage. He recognized Agent Morgan and Agent Reese, and Bill was there, of course, as was Kesler from legal, but he didn’t like the looks of the two uniformed goons in the corner. Not one bit.
 
   “Mr. Clark,” Agent Reese said as if trying to be utterly polite and professional, “I’ll get right to the point. We need the information you have in your possession.”
 
   Andrew sat silently staring at the wood veneer on Bill’s desk. So they really were going to ask for it outright.
 
   “Now, we can do this the easy way, or we can do it the hard way,” Reese said. “It’s your choice.”
 
   Some choice, Andrew thought but said nothing.
 
   Morgan came forward like a wrecking ball. “So, what’ll it be, Clark?” 
 
   Andrew set his jaw and said nothing.
 
   “Look, all we have to do is go to the judge, get a subpoena, and he can throw you in the slammer for a while, maybe that’ll loosen your tongue.” Morgan crossed his arms and stared down at his prey.
 
   With a shrug, Andrew looked right at him. “You do what you have to do.” How he managed to sound so calm was beyond him.
 
   “So, you’re not going to talk then?” Reese asked, folding his arms and looking down at Andrew like a wayward pupil as well.
 
   Tipping his head as if in challenge, Andrew shrugged. “No, I’m not. My source was confidential, and it’s going to stay that way.” 
 
   “You could save yourself and us a lot of trouble if you cooperate,” Reese said.
 
   But Andrew sat in silence.
 
   “Talk to him, Mr. Smith. Maybe he’ll listen to you,” Reese said, looking across the desk. 
 
   Bill took one look at Andrew. “I have to stand by the decision of my reporter.”
 
   “Fine,” Morgan said, even more harshly than before. “Rest assured, Clark, we’ll be back to get you by the end of the day.”
 
   They filed out as Andrew continued to stare straight ahead. When the door closed and they were alone, Bill waited another ten seconds before he leveled his gaze on his star reporter.
 
   “Andrew, do you know what you’re doing?” Bill finally asked with concern. “They’re serious about this.”
 
   “I know that,” Andrew said mildly annoyed, “but come on, Bill. If I give that information out, I’ll never get anyone else to talk to me again. Besides that, it’s the principle of the thing. I gave my word. That has to count for something.”
 
   Bill nodded slowly. “Well, the paper’s behind you. Whatever you decide.”
 
   “I appreciate that.” Andrew looked around, unsure of what came next. “Am I free to go now?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so, but I think it’d be a good idea if you tell me where it is you’re going. Morgan won’t be thrilled if they get back here and can’t find you.”
 
   Andrew stood from the chair and went to the door where he stopped. “I’ll be at the center.”
 
   That jumpstarted Bill’s confusion. “The center? In Collins?”
 
   “Yeah,” Andrew said. “If they need to talk again, they can find me there. I’ve gotta go. Take care, Bill.”
 
   “Yeah. You, too, Andrew. Good luck, Son, and keep me posted.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   He walked through the newsroom feeling as though it was a place he had never been before. He was there, but it was like he was above the action on the floor — detached — an observer, not a key player. The elevator doors slid open, and he left the space he had lived his whole life to be a part of. But it had lost its mystic, its hold on him. There was nothing for him here anymore. Nothing.
 
    
 
   “Lunch time,” Gabi said, checking the clock again. Where was he? What kind of business took three hours? The newspaper? Was there a big story he had to go cover? Or was he just avoiding her? 
 
   That thought made her heart sink into her shoes. Maybe she should’ve let him talk when he wanted to. What would that have hurt anyway? One way or another, she had to get a grip, she decided with a vehemence that stopped her breath. She was losing it, and if she kept down this path, it was only going to get worse.
 
   The children followed her by twos down the hall, and she did a passing job of supervising as they got their food and settled themselves at the table.
 
   “Hey, Gabi,” Haley said, waving to her from the teacher’s table. Gabi walked over to her, not really wanting to but seeing now way out of it either. “Where’s Andrew today?”
 
   “He had some business to take care of.” 
 
   “Oh, well tell him I’ve got a crib down in the nursery I could sure use his help with.”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll tell him,” Gabi said, forcing the words out. “I’d better get back to my kids.”
 
   Haley waved her off, and Gabi escaped to the distraction of the eating children.
 
    
 
   Antonio’s little bag was packed, and Andrew stood staring at his apartment, checking for anything else that needed to be done before he left. In all probability it would be a very long time before he saw this place again. He sighed at that thought, picked up the little bag, and departed for the center.
 
    
 
   Nothing seemed real anymore. When he entered the center, Andrew had to force his feet to walk down the hall to her room. What was he going to tell her? Gabi, I’m going to be arrested? 
 
   That should get her attention. But he didn’t want to scare her — or Antonio. He couldn’t let Antonio backslide over this. Somehow he had to shield the child from the realities of his own life. But, he reminded himself again, Antonio was strong; he was a fighter, and together, somehow, they would get through this.
 
   The children were playing duck, duck, goose when he reached the room, and for the first time since hitting the answering machine’s play button the night before, he rejoined his true reality.
 
    
 
   Gabi saw him the second he walked in, and it took an all-out struggle with herself to not jump up and run over to him. She wanted to throw her arms around him, but for many reasons, that wasn’t a good plan at the moment, so she kept her seat and tried not to notice his entrance.
 
   “Hi, Mr. Clark,” Leslie said immediately, and Gabi, sensing no other alternative, looked up to acknowledge his presence. His smile was incredible, she thought in spite of herself. She had missed that smile.
 
   “Hi, guys, mind if I play?” Andrew asked, clapping and rubbing his hands together.
 
   Antonio scooted over. “Come sit by me.”
 
   “Okay,” Andrew said, and there was that smile again. Gabi watched as he folded himself into the circle, and in spite of all her warnings not to go there, her heart found itself back at Bryan’s front door in the warmth of his arms.
 
   She watched him without looking at him and laughed when Devon tagged him and then ran for his life. Andrew was so good with the kids. It was a shame he would have to go back to being a reporter again. She didn’t even try to stop the thoughts from coming then. Seeing him again after even the brief time apart, renewed all the feelings she had been trying to bury for four days.
 
   Was he really so dangerous? Here, playing with the kids, he didn’t look dangerous. He looked fantastic, amazing, totally wonderful. But just then he caught her eye, and a smile lit up his face. Gabi turned away, embarrassed. She was sure her face said everything her heart was thinking. 
 
   She was right. He was dangerous. All he had to do was look at her, and she turned into a sniveling puddle of mush. 
 
   “It’s nap time,” she announced after two more turns, her voice sounding husky and gruff even to her ears. She had to get a grip. He was going to know she was losing her hold on keeping her distance.
 
   “Aw!” the kids chorused with Andrew joining right in.
 
   “No arguments,” Gabi said firmly. She marched over to the blanket cabinet and yanked a blanket from the pile. “Bobby, here’s your blanket. Come on, quickly. We’re already late.”
 
    
 
   Andrew watched her, and his heart sank. He didn’t want to have this effect on her. He wanted her to feel like he did, but it was obvious that she didn’t. When he had first caught her eyes, his heart thought for a millisecond that everything was fine again, but then she switched off like a light bulb, and they were instantly back to square one.
 
   Square zero would be closer to the truth. They needed to talk, but now it was about more than just the fact that she hated him. 
 
   He waited until the lights were off and the kids were settled to approach her.
 
   “Gabi,” he said softly.
 
   “Oh, Andrew, I forgot.” Gabi looked up at him as if she didn’t even really see him at all. “Haley has a crib she needs you to fix. She said it’s urgent.”
 
   This is urgent, his head screamed, but his pride wouldn’t let the words out of his mouth. She obviously wanted nothing more than his babysitting and maintenance skills, and he saw very little he could do about that.
 
   “Okay,” he said slowly, the ripping of his heart into tiny shreds almost complete. “I guess I’ll be back in a little while.”
 
   “Don’t rush on our account.” 
 
   Andrew sighed and shook his head. The tone in her voice said it all. He turned on his heel and walked out.  
 
                 
 
   The second the door closed behind him, Gabi collapsed into the chair and put her head in her hands. Dealing with him with her feelings running rampant in her was harder than she had thought it would be.  
 
   What do you want? she asked herself in frustration. He’s gone, you’re a basket case. He’s here, you’re a basket case. This is just terrific.
 
    
 
   The crib wasn’t much of a challenge, but Haley found three other little projects for him to fix before he finally escaped the nursery and headed back to Gabi’s room. If he could just talk to her, he thought in frustration, but that was a big ‘if,’ and he knew it.
 
   The kids were putting their blankets back in the cabinet when he walked back in. It took everything he had to keep himself from just walking over to her, sweeping her off her feet, and carrying her away. That’s what his body wanted. That’s what his heart wanted. That’s what his soul wanted. But his mind and his pride were the lone stand-outs, and they were winning.
 
   “Miss T, are we going to practice the Merry Christmas song today?” Devon asked.
 
   “Yeah, we are.” Gabi stored the last blanket in the cabinet and straightened.
 
    
 
   Instantly her eyes caught his, and her heart slipped free of its moorings. In one breath the whole world dropped away from her, and her only reality was looking into his eyes. He asked for her to understand, to not run away again, to give him a chance. Nothing moved. Nothing existed at that moment except the two of them, lost in each other’s eyes.
 
    
 
   The knock on the door startled them both back to reality, and Andrew turned to open it, but as he did, his heart sank when he found himself looking into the smiling face of Agent Morgan. Taking a long, deep breath, Andrew opened the door slowly, purposefully, knowing exactly what opening that door meant.
 
   “Hello, Mr. Clark,” Agent Morgan with a smile of having won.
 
   Jerry stood next to Agent Morgan, looking very small and very scared. “Andrew, these people said they need to talk to you.” 
 
   “I know,” Andrew said, never taking his eyes from Morgan. “It’s okay, Jerry.”
 
   Ducking closer, Jerry hissed, “They brought the police.” 
 
   “Andrew, what is it?” Gabi asked from behind him. He wanted to tell her, to explain, but Agent Morgan didn’t give him that chance.
 
   “Mr. Andrew Clark, I have a subpoena here that requests your immediate presence in the Federal Court of Law, Precinct Six.”
 
   “Court?” Gabi gasped. “Andrew, what’s going on?”
 
   Andrew looked only at Morgan. “I need to take care of something first.”
 
   “I don’t have all day, Clark.”
 
   “One minute,” Andrew said not backing down. “Even you can’t be that busy.”
 
   Morgan squared his jaw but slowly nodded. With that, Andrew turned to Gabi, whose face was the color of white chocolate.
 
   “Listen to me, Gabi, I don’t have time to explain.” Andrew dug into his pocket. “Here are the keys to my car. Antonio’s stuff is in there. And here’s Bryan’s number.”
 
   Gabi’s eyes widened as Andrew placed the objects in her hands. “Bryan’s? What? Why?”
 
   “Give him a call. He’ll help you out.”
 
   “Andrew, what’s going on?” she asked in pure panic as her eyes searched his.
 
   “Listen to me.” Andrew put his hands on her arms. “I need you to take care of Antonio. I need you to do that for me. Will you do that?”
 
   “Antonio?” Her eyes widened even further. “Andrew, I...”
 
   “He needs you,” Andrew said with a calm he did not feel. “I’ll be okay, but I need to know that Antonio’s safe. Gabi, will you take care of him for me?”
 
   The concern and determination in him begged her to be there for the child, his child. Finally, she nodded.
 
   “Good,” he said with a rush of relief. 
 
    
 
   Then he let her go, and for a moment, Gabi thought her legs wouldn’t hold her up. She watched as he turned and knelt by the child who suddenly had fear written in his eyes again. “Antonio, I have to go with these guys for a while, but Gabi’s going to take care of you while I’m gone. You be a good boy for her. Okay? Can you do that for me?”
 
   Through the fear, the tiny head nodded.
 
    
 
   “Great. I knew I could count on you.” Andrew pulled the little boy into a hug. He felt Antonio’s grip tighten around his neck, and for a second he considered simply giving Morgan the information he wanted. But he knew he couldn’t do that — mostly because of Antonio. A boy should be able to respect his father’s integrity and know that his father’s word is unbreakable. “You be good, and I’ll be home as soon as I can.”
 
   He pulled the little boy away from him and stood. Then carefully he pushed Antonio over to her. “Take care of him, Gabi, he needs you,” Andrew said with only the slightest trace of fear in his voice.
 
    
 
   I need you! her head screamed as she searched his face for answers to the questions bombarding her.
 
   “And take care of yourself, too,” he said softly, and then he bent and quickly kissed her cheek. “I’ve got to go.”
 
   Gabi stood in stunned, unmoving shock, unable to get anything rational to form in her head. 
 
   With no more than that, Andrew opened the door and walked out into the hallway. “Okay, Morgan, I’m ready.”
 
    
 
   Morgan nodded, and the officer next to him escorted Andrew outside.  He was led to a waiting police car where he was handcuffed, and he wondered briefly as he was deposited in the back how much trouble they’d expected from him. He sighed and glanced out of the car window, and his last glimpse of the center was through the bars of the police cruiser as it drove out of the parking lot.
 
    
 
   Gabi’s thoughts were in turmoil, but she knew she had to get it together for the children’s sake if nothing else.
 
   “You gonna be all right?” Jerry asked, concerned.
 
   Gabi nodded, but the shock and the worry were knotted across her brow and choking across her heart. Just then she heard the whimper behind her, and her senses came back to her.
 
   “Antonio.” Turning, she scooped him up into her arms. “It’s going to be all right, Buddy. I’m not going anywhere, and Andrew will be back soon. I promise.”
 
   Antonio clung to her for dear life, and she could feel his tears on her cheek. A child? she thought suddenly as the air whooshed from her lungs. Here she was again faced with the responsibility of caring for a child. Sick or well. Tired or not. All the time. Every day. And she wasn’t at all sure she was up to the challenge.
 
    
 
   The irony of the situation was not lost on Andrew as he was led up the steps of the courthouse. How many times had he stood here tape recorder in hand trying to get a statement from the criminal of the day? Pushing forward, scrambling for any comment, any statement, anything to put into print to fill inches in the newspaper. Now here he was being jostled about between the reporters and the uniformed men pulling him forward.
 
   “Any comment, Mr. Clark?” one of the reporters yelled, sticking a mic in his face. Whoever had tipped them off had done a good job. 
 
   “Are you going to talk? Are your sources from inside the DA’s office? Any comment?”
 
   They pushed through the doors and onto the marble floor of the courthouse.
 
   “I’ll make a statement in a few minutes,” Andrew heard Morgan say to the reporters, and there was triumph in his tone. “Right now we have an appointment with the judge.”
 
   Andrew was sure the reporters flung more questions, but he couldn’t hear them. The officer nudged him into the elevator, and the doors closed on the chaos outside.
 
   “I’m really sorry about this, Drew,” the officer said, leaning in to him the second the doors closed.
 
   “I know, Ben,” Andrew said calmly. “It’s not your fault.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “What happens now?” Andrew asked as the elevator slid upward.
 
   “Judge Carson’s waiting for you,” Ben said, never looking anywhere but straight forward.
 
   “Carson. Huh? Just my luck,” Andrew said under his breath.
 
   “Are you gonna talk?”
 
   Andrew silently watched the doors slide open, and he stepped out even before Ben could put a hand on him again. He hated the feeling of being led to the death chamber. Walking alone afforded him at least the semblance of controlling his own destiny, and right now that was as much as he could hope for.
 
    
 
   She wondered where he was again. Whatever he had done, it was serious. Jerry had told her the men weren’t ordinary police officers — they were the FBI. Even the letters scared her. She tried to imagine Andrew committing a crime worthy of the FBI, but that thought scared her too.
 
   They had skipped music time. She didn’t have the presence of mind to deal with twenty kids and a piano right now. She was doing good to breathe, to move, to think.  She was worried about Antonio, too. He wasn’t talking as much as usual. In fact, he’d barely said two words since Andrew left. That, she was sure, was not a good sign. 
 
   If she could just make it another couple of hours, then she could call Bryan, and surely together they could straighten this mess out.
 
    
 
   “I take it you know why you’re here, Mr. Clark,” Judge Carson said, staring at him from the high bench of the court over his reading glasses.
 
   Not bowing to the pressure, Andrew lifted his chin. “I think you should know I haven’t spoken with my lawyer yet.”
 
   Carson looked annoyed. “Mr. Morgan?” 
 
   “Your Honor.” Morgan stood from the other table. “We had hoped that you could reason with Mr. Clark, and we wouldn’t have to bother his lawyer with this little problem.”
 
   However, that only annoyed Carson even further. “Morgan, I am not interested in interrogating a man who has not had his basic rights met.”
 
   “I appreciate your position, Your Honor. However, with the late hour of this hearing in mind and in order to avoid locking Mr. Clark up for the night pending a hearing tomorrow, I thought it would be in his best interest…”
 
   “We go by the book in my courtroom, Mr. Morgan, and I would thank you to remember that in the future.”
 
   “Yes, Your Honor,” Morgan said, and Andrew heard the ring of triumph sound once again in his voice. He’d planned this. Now Andrew definitely had to spend the night in jail. Pending a hearing tomorrow? Who did he think he was kidding? The judge obviously.
 
   “Take Mr. Clark over to county, and let him call his lawyer. We’ll resume this hearing at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.” Judge Carson banged the gavel, jangling Andrew’s nerves. He stood there helplessly and watched the judge depart.
 
   “Come on, Andrew,” Ben said, taking a hold of him and pushing him out into the aisle.
 
   “Tough break, Clark,” Morgan sneered, and Andrew thought he was lucky his hands were cuffed, or they might have to add assault to his charges.
 
    
 
   “Hey, anybody seen Mr. C?” Irvin asked, scanning the gym.
 
   “He’s not coming today,” James said with a knowing tone.
 
   “Not coming? Why not?”
 
   “Didn’t you hear? He got arrested.”
 
   That slammed Irvin backward. “Arrested? Mr. C? Come on.”
 
   “It’s true. Kelly has late lunch, and she saw them putting him into the police car out front. Who would’ve thought it? Mr. Clark a common criminal.” 
 
    
 
   “Bryan,” Andrew said into the phone, trying not to let the fatigue or the panic get to him, “I need your help.”
 
   “Gabi?” Bryan asked clearly knowing the instant he heard Andrew’s voice that something was terribly wrong. 
 
   “No, well, yes, and no.” Andrew leaned against the hard cinderblock wall and let out a long breath. “I need your legal help.”
 
   “Legal help? What do you mean? What’s going on?”
 
   “I’ve been arrested.”
 
    
 
   Gabi’s nerves were fried. She snapped at Shaniquille for dropping clay on the floor, and it wasn’t until she saw the tears pool in the little girl’s eyes that she caught herself. Of course she apologized, but she knew the damage had already been done.
 
   However, no matter how hard she tried, her mind wouldn’t stay in the classroom. She was a wreck, and she knew it.
 
    
 
   “Would you mind telling me what’s going on?” Bryan asked with not even an ounce of patience or kindness the moment the heavy metal door closed behind the guard.
 
   Andrew sat at the table, looking at his hands, only glancing up because the look of disappointment on his brother’s face was enough to weigh him all the way into the ground and keep him there. “You knew I was the one who broke the DA story?” 
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   “So, they want my sources and the tapes, and everything else I have. I guess the investigation’s gone dry, and they need the information I have to make their case.”
 
   At least some of the disappointment slid from his brother. “That’s not good.”
 
   “No, it’s not. Listen, Bryan, I’m not going to rat out my sources,” Andrew said, but it was a fight to hang onto his courage. “Is there any way you can get me out of here tonight?”
 
   Bryan shook his head slowly. “They knew you’d sit here tonight if the judge couldn’t make a ruling today,” said Bryan. “I’m afraid you’re stuck here ‘til morning.”
 
   “How long could I be here?”
 
   “If you don’t talk and barring a miracle? A very long time.” 
 
    
 
   The second the last parent picked up the last child and she and Antonio were left alone, Gabi took his hand and led him down to Jerry’s office. With shaking fingers she dialed the number and waited.
 
   “This is Bryan Clark. I can’t come to the phone right now,” she heard the machine say, and her heart sank. Do it, Gabi. Be strong. Don’t let Andrew down now.
 
   “Bryan, this is Gabi. I’m at the center right now. The number here is 555-2634. Please give me a call as soon as you get this message,” she said quickly and hung up the phone. She looked over at Antonio sitting in the chair, and she knew she had to be strong for him too even if what she really wanted to do was break down into a puddle of mush on the floor. “Hey, Buddy. How you doing?”
 
   “Are they going to hurt Andrew?” Antonio asked, fear filling his voice.
 
   “No, Sweetheart, they won’t hurt him. I’m sure they just want to talk to him about something.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “I don’t know, Antonio. I wish I knew.” Knowing nothing else she could do, Gabi wrapped the little boy into her arms and held him there as if to ward off all the evil hovering around them.
 
    
 
   When Bryan heard the message, concern drove through him. Gabi sounded very worried and very scared, and he couldn’t blame her. The story of Andrew’s arrest was enough to frighten anyone. He dialed the number and waited.
 
   “Hello, McCullough Youth Center,” a tired male voice said.
 
   “I need to speak with Gabi,” Bryan said.
 
   “Andrew? Is that you?”
 
   “No, this is Bryan, Andrew’s brother. I really need to speak with Gabi.”
 
   “Hold on. I’ll get her.”
 
    
 
   She had put it off as long as possible, but there was nothing to keep her from going home now. In a daze, she helped Antonio put his coat on, and her mind raced back to the shopping trip. Back before everything had gotten so crazy. When Andrew was just Andrew, and she was just Gabi, and things weren’t so insanely complicated.
 
   “Gabi,” Jerry said, coming in almost before he opened the door. “Bryan’s on the phone for you.”
 
   The walk down to the office was more of a run, and she didn’t wait for Jerry to hand her the phone before she had gathered it up and was on it. “Bryan? How is he?”
 
   “He’s fine,” Bryan said. “A little worried about you, but fine.”
 
   “Me? Where is he? What is going on?”
 
   The pause was long as Gabi’s mind went through every horrific scenario it could find.
 
   “He’s in jail, Gabi,” Bryan said, and her gasp jerked through her, “but it’s not as bad as you think.”
 
   “How is that possible?”
 
   “Well, Andrew has some information that the FBI wants.”
 
   Incomprehension swirled around her. “What information could Andrew possibly have?”
 
   “About the DA,” Bryan said, and she stopped like she’d slammed into a brick wall. The DA? What did Andrew have to do with the DA?
 
   “Well, why can’t he just tell them what they want to know?” she finally asked slowly. 
 
   “I think you’d better ask him that yourself.”
 
    
 
   And so Gabi found herself driving around the deserted courthouse square past dark with a small child in the front seat on her way to see the man she loved but couldn’t let herself be with who now was somehow in jail. She asked herself again when this had gotten so complicated and what she could have done to prevent any of it, but try as she might, she couldn’t find an answer.
 
   She parked and helped Antonio struggle out of the car seat, and the fear in his eyes was evident.
 
   “It’s going to be okay, Antonio. Trust me,” she heard herself saying although she couldn’t be sure that any of it was true. She took his hand and led him up the steps. Bryan was waiting for them at the front door.
 
   “Hi, Gabi, how are you?”
 
   “How’s Andrew?” she asked without bothering with introductions and pleasantries.
 
   “He’s okay, but I think he’ll be better when he can see you,” Bryan said as they walked down the hall. “Hey, Antonio.”
 
   Antonio walked in silence his hand gripping Gabi’s.
 
   “It’s been a tough day on all of us,” Gabi said, looking down at the child, her heart softening at the turmoil and terror he was clearly in.
 
   “I can imagine.”
 
    
 
   Andrew felt very, very out of place. A three piece suit somehow branded him as ‘different’ in this place, and he knew instinctively that his ensemble did not bode well for his safety. He sat on the small bench in the holding cell and put his head in his hands. A whole night here was going to be unbearable. 
 
   “Clark,” the guard called from the other side of the bars. “You’ve got a visitor.”
 
   Andrew stumbled to his feet and forced them to carry him past the stares of his fellow prisoners across the cell. 
 
   “Do we really have to do the handcuff thing?” Andrew asked when he got to the bars.
 
   The guard just looked at him with disgust, and Andrew put out his hands obediently. What a life.
 
    
 
   Her first impression was that he looked very tired, but her mind hadn’t even had time to process that thought before her feet had her standing next to him and her arms were around his neck.
 
   “Hey,” he said softly as she released him. The guard clicked off the cuffs and retreated into a dark corner.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked concerned, searching his eyes.
 
   “I’m fine. How’s Antonio?”
 
   “Scared. He thinks they’re going to beat you up in here,” she said, laughing softly and then adding seriously, “They’re not, are they?”
 
   “No.” Andrew half-laughed, but it seemed to take even more energy out of him. “They’re not going to beat me up, but they are going to make life very difficult for me.”
 
   That was the part she didn’t understand. “Why?” 
 
   “Listen, Gabi, I haven’t been totally honest with you,” he said, studying the floor and her heart took a nosedive through horrible.
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   He chose to ignore that comment. Instead, his gaze came up and latched onto hers. “Right before I came to the center, I was the reporter who broke the story on the DA mess. It was my story.”
 
   That made no sense in a situation that already made no sense. “Your story? I don’t get it. While that story was going on, you were at the center with… us.”
 
   “I can’t explain it.” He exhaled hard. “I don’t even know what happened.” Andrew ran his fingers through his hair as he leaned against the little table and let his gaze fall. “The center story was supposed to be a throw away piece. Something to kill a day while I waited for the story of my life to take me on to the big time. But it didn’t work out that way.”
 
   She tried to get him to look at her, but his eyes were once again glued to his shoes.
 
   “Let me get this straight. You gave up the story of your life to come out to Collins and entertain some kids for a week?” she asked in confusion.
 
   “No, Gabi,” he said in exasperation as he looked her straight in the eye, “I gave up the story of my life so I could have a chance at being with you.”
 
    
 
   The look on her face told him all he needed to know, and his eyes found the floor again. “But I guess I shouldn’t have bothered, huh?”
 
   She stumbled through words and thoughts. “But… Andrew... Come on, you didn’t even know me.”
 
   He shook his head. “I didn’t say it made any sense.”
 
    
 
   That was putting it mildly, she thought before she could stop it. Another three thoughts, and her decision was made.
 
   “Okay. So, how can I help?” she asked, forcing her mind to focus on the crisis at hand and not on the one in her heart.
 
   “You can take care of Antonio,” Andrew said, without looking at her. 
 
   “I don’t know how to take care of a kid,” Gabi said in instant panic. 
 
   They weren’t talking about one night, and she knew it. Andrew could be gone for a very long time and being responsible for a child 24-hours a day indefinitely was not in her plans.
 
   “Antonio trusts you,” Andrew said never taking his eyes off the squares at his feet. “And I want you to keep him, but if you can’t, I guess talk to Bryan. He said they’d take him.”
 
   Gabi looked away, unable to process or deal with all of it. She couldn’t stand to see him so dejected and depressed. With a slow close of her eyes, she surrendered to her new reality. “I’ll keep Antonio,” she said softly, wishing she felt as certain as her words sounded.
 
   “Good,” he said not even glancing up. “I think that’s best.”
 
   “Clark,” the guard said from the corner. “Time’s up.”
 
   Gabi looked over at the guard pleading with him with her eyes for one more minute, and then she looked back at Andrew. “It’s going to be all right, Andrew.” Then, because she couldn’t stand the distance between them, she put her hand on his arm. “You just concentrate on keeping yourself in one piece. Okay?”
 
   “Tell everybody hi for me.” Andrew said, his words barely audible. “I miss them.”
 
   “I’ll tell them,” Gabi said, wishing with all her heart that this was just a bad dream and she would wake up. But this was real. As real as life got. Andrew was in jail, and she had to concentrate on keeping herself and everything else together while he was gone. 
 
   “If you need anything, talk to Bryan,” Andrew said, the distance in his voice obvious as he offered his hands to the guard. “I don’t have the luxury of a phone.”
 
   Gabi heard the ice in his voice, and she wished there was something she could do so he wouldn’t sound so callous and indifferent. “Take care of yourself, Andrew.”
 
   “Tell Antonio hi,” he said, and with that, the guard led him out. 
 
   She stood there unable to move, unable to think. Andrew was gone. This was really happening, and somehow she had to find a way to keep the world spinning without him.
 
    
 
   “Why couldn’t I see Andrew?” Antonio asked pitifully as the street lights crossed his tiny face. “They let Andrew in to see me. This isn’t different.”
 
   “You sure have gotten talkative since I first met you,” Gabi said teasingly. She wanted to avoid the topic of Andrew as much as possible.
 
   “I have more to say now,” Antonio said with all the wisdom of a four-year-old.
 
   “Obviously.”
 
   “I bet they were worried I’d break him out.”
 
   Gabi laughed in spite of herself. “And how would you accomplish that, Mr. Walls?”
 
   “Easy. I’d distract the guard, steal his keys, and bust him out.”
 
   “I don’t think that would work.” 
 
   He scowled. “It works on TV.” 
 
   “TV? Huh? And what else have you learned from the TV, Antonio?” she asked to distract him from the Andrew situation.
 
   “I know that four out of five doctors prefer Advil over Tylenol.”
 
   Gabi laughed out loud and shook her head.
 
   “And I know that Aquafresh whitens better than Rembrant,” Antonio said, sensing he was on a roll. “And that Diet Dr. Pepper tastes more like real Dr. Pepper.”
 
   “You certainly watch a lot of TV,” she said suddenly realizing how drastically she’d underestimated this child.
 
   He shrugged. “It’s something to do.”
 
   “So what do you do besides watch TV?”
 
   “Well, now I like to play soccer,” Antonio said. “We went to Greg’s game on Saturday. He’s really good, you know? He promised to teach me how to play. He even gave me his ball, but it’s at Andrew’s.”
 
   Instantly the sadness returned in his voice.
 
   She glanced over at him. “I’ll tell you what maybe tomorrow we can go to Andrew’s and get your soccer ball.”  
 
   “Okay,” Antonio said, brightening back to half-wattage. 
 
   “Well, here we are.” She pulled her car up to the curb of her dingy brown apartment building. She tried not to think how it compared to Andrew’s, but she did just the same. “Grab your stuff.”
 
   Antonio obeyed and followed her up the steps to her apartment. She unlocked the door and swung it open for him to enter. She flipped the light on and was immediately glad she’d spent the weekend cleaning. Her apartment hadn’t been this spotless since she’d moved in, which was appropriate because Antonio was her first guest.
 
   “Nice,” he said, surveying the apartment. “It’s not as big as Andrew’s, but it’s nice.”
 
   “Well, thanks,” she said, putting her things in the kitchen. “You hungry?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Want a ham sandwich? It’s all I’ve got,” she said. “We’ll have to go shopping tomorrow night.”
 
   “Tomorrow?” Antonio asked, staring at her quizzically. “I’ll be home with Andrew tomorrow.”
 
   Gabi’s heart fell. She knew how important Andrew was to this little boy, but she didn’t want to lie to him either.
 
   “Well, we’ll see,” Gabi said, dodging the question. “Why don’t you go wash up for dinner?”
 
    
 
   Andrew ate the cardboard the jail called food as he sat on the edge of the hard mattress that was to be his bed for the night. He wondered again what they were doing. How much had Gabi told Antonio? His heart went out to the little boy. What a mess. Bounced around until you don’t know who to trust and then stuck with a jail bird for a dad. 
 
   When he’d made the decision to adopt Antonio, somehow this scenario had never occurred to him. But Gabi wouldn’t let him down. She would take care of Antonio even if she did hate Andrew. 
 
   Knives of pain screeched through his heart as he thought about her.  She must think he was insane, and at the moment, he thought, she was probably more right than wrong. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 17
 
    
 
   It was an accomplishment worthy of a medal. She had made it a whole twelve hours as a full-fledged mother, and both she and the child were still in one piece. She watched him coloring at the desk with Shaniquille and Devon, and she couldn’t help but remember his first day at that table — snuggled next to Andrew.
 
   In fact, everywhere she looked, Gabi saw Andrew. In the window he’d fixed, sitting with the children surrounding him as she read during story time, even watching the fish swim in the tank. He was everywhere, and yet he was nowhere. 
 
   She wondered about his first night in jail. Jail. A word she never thought she’d have to deal with, but here she was, and there was no going back now.
 
    
 
   “Clark,” the guard said. “Your lawyer’s here.”
 
   Andrew stood from the hard mattress and tried to right the world around him as he followed the guard to the tiny conference room. He had never been so happy to see Bryan in his entire life.
 
   “Drew,” Bryan said the moment the door closed on the room. “You look awful.”
 
   “Thanks,” Andrew said with no enthusiasm at all. “So, what happens now?”
 
   Bryan sighed and frowned. “Well, the way I see it, you’ve got two choices — talk or stay here ‘til you do.”
 
   “Some choice,” Andrew snorted. “I thought there were laws about this stuff.”
 
   “There are.” Bryan nodded. “But unfortunately the feds have a grounds to say the information you have is more important than the shield laws in this case.”
 
   Andrew tried to absorb this information. “So when’s the hearing?”
 
   “Nine.”
 
   It sounded like a death sentence.
 
    
 
   She looked at the clock again and wished she could at least find out what was going on at the courthouse. She debated calling Bryan, but he was probably working hard to get Andrew out — the last thing he needed was her interference. With supreme effort she herded the children to the tables for show-and-tell.
 
    
 
   “Please raise your right hand, Mr. Clark,” the bailiff instructed, and Andrew did so. He was sworn in and took his seat on the witness stand, a place in the courtroom he had never occupied until this very moment.
 
   “Your witness, Mr. Blankenship,” Judge Carson said over his glasses.
 
   “Thank you, Your Honor,” a man Andrew immediately recognized as the assistant attorney general, Leron Blankenship, said. This was not a good sign, he thought with an inward groan. Blankenship was surely counting on riding this one to the top of the heap. “Good morning, Mr. Clark.”
 
   “Morning,” Andrew mumbled.
 
   “I trust you know why we’re here, Mr. Clark,” Blankenship began slowly.
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Good. Then we’ll skip right to the point. Could you please tell the court the name of the source you cited as anonymous in your story dated October 21st?”
 
   “That source is confidential,” Andrew replied, leaning into the microphone.
 
   Blankenship sighed dramatically and then looked at him. “You also cited a series of tapes in that same article. Can you tell us where those tapes are at the present time?”
 
   “No, I cannot.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because that information was given to me with the understanding that it was confidential, and I am not at liberty to discuss it,” Andrew said.
 
   “Mr. Clark,” Judge Carson said slowly, and Andrew felt the blade of the guillotine lower toward him, “I advise you to answer Counsel’s questions, or I will have to find you in contempt of this court.”
 
   Andrew glanced at Bryan for help. He was a lawyer, it was time for him to act like one.
 
   “Your Honor.” Bryan stood slowly.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Clark?” Carson asked, fixing him with a debilitating gaze.
 
   “I would just like to remind His Honor of the state’s shield law.” 
 
   “I am well aware of the law, Counsel.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. I’m sure you are; however, I simply wanted to point out that the shield law protects a reporters’ right to extend confidentiality to any source in the gathering of information for a story, and that said reporter cannot be compelled to disclose this information in a court of law. Furthermore, any documents or recordings procured are covered as well.”
 
   “As I said, Counsel, I am well aware of the law. I am also aware that if the information is central to an investigation, then said reporter can be held in contempt for failure to cooperate in an investigation.”
 
   “Your Honor,” Bryan said quickly, “Mr. Clark is not the one being investigated. He hasn’t committed any crime.”
 
   “By refusing to divulge this information, Counsel, Mr. Clark, has committed a crime against this court,” Carson said harshly, and he instantly turned back to Andrew. “Now, Mr. Clark, please answer the question.”
 
   There was a long, silent pause as everyone in the courtroom held their collective breath.
 
   “No.”
 
   The word was barely audible, and even as he said it, Andrew wondered if it had actually come from his mouth.
 
   “Very well.” Judge Carson sighed. “Then I have no choice but to find you in contempt of this court. You will be held in custody of the county jail until you decide to cooperate. Court will reconvene Friday morning at ten o’clock. I advise you to take that time to think seriously about your decision, Mr. Clark.”
 
   Andrew nodded silently.
 
   “Court is adjourned.”
 
    
 
   The suspense was killing her, and by lunchtime Gabi could take it no more. She asked Jerry to watch the kids so she could make the all-important phone call.
 
   “Bryan, thank goodness,” she said when he answered the phone. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Well, it’s about what I expected although I have to say Judge Carson was a little more adamant than I thought he would be,” Bryan said, and she could hear the distress in his voice.
 
   “So, what does that mean?” she asked as fear filled her lungs.
 
   “Carson held him in contempt.”
 
   Contempt? That didn’t sound good at all.
 
   “So, when will he get out?” she asked, immediately fearing the worst.
 
   “When he talks.”
 
    
 
    Andrew thought about them again as he sat in the corner of a jail cell with nothing but bars and his new orange jumpsuit to look at. It was hard to think of anything else. By now they were probably singing around the piano, and he smiled in spite of the situation at that thought. He belonged at that piano with them. His heart knew it; his mind knew it; his very soul knew it, and there was no denying it anymore. There was no reason to.
 
    
 
   Her energy was gone. It was becoming difficult to concentrate on anything for very long — anything other than the absence of Andrew anyway. Only two children remained, and as Gabi sat at her desk pushing papers into piles for no reason other than to have something to do, her mind went to him again.
 
   “Miss T, you got a minute?” the voice from the door asked, and she looked up and smiled.
 
   “Sure, Irvin, come on in,” she said.
 
   He came in but not smoothly or quickly. “Hope I’m not disturbing anything.” His hands were buried deep in the pockets of his pants.
 
   “Oh, no not at all,” she said as Irvin greeted the two remaining boys. “What’s on your mind?”
 
   “Well,” he said, looking again to the tiny table behind him, obviously trying to decide whether or not to ask the question he had come to ask. He dropped his voice to a whisper before he said, “I was wondering what’s up with Mr. C.”
 
   Her face fell, and without willing them to, her eyes found her desk again.
 
   “The kids said he got arrested,” Irvin slowly said. “Is that true?”
 
   “True enough,” Gabi said, nodding, unsure herself the actual words to put to what had happened.
 
   “There’s got to be some kind of mistake. Mr. C isn’t a crook.”
 
   “No, Irvin. He isn’t.”
 
   “Then why’s he in jail?”
 
   “Well, I’m not really sure I can explain it, but I’ll try,” she said, sighing wearily. “Before he came here, Andrew was a reporter with The Herald.”
 
   Irvin nodded, his face set hard with concentration and concern. “I knew that.”
 
   “Well, he was the one who broke the story about the DA being crooked,” Gabi said, explaining a story she herself still had trouble understanding. “In order to get that story, he promised some people that he wouldn’t use their names in the story.”
 
   “Confidential sources,” Irvin said, nodding.
 
   “Yeah. Well, now that the FBI’s investigating the DA, they need the names of those sources.”
 
   “But they were confidential,” Irvin said as though that should be the end of the discussion.
 
   “That’s the problem.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Irvin said, shaking his head and watching her intently.
 
   “Well, Andrew gave his word to these people, and now the FBI needs the names, so they got a judge to try to force Andrew to give them the information they want.”
 
   “Can they do that?”
 
   Gabi sighed. “I guess so. They’re doing it.” 
 
   “How long can they hold him?”
 
   “Until he tells them what they want to know I guess.”
 
   Irvin paused to let that sink in.
 
   “What about Antonio?” he asked, dropping his voice again.
 
   “He’s staying with me. For now anyway,” she said, willing herself to stay strong.
 
   “Are you okay?” Irvin asked slowly looking right at her.
 
   “Yeah,” she said softly. “I just hope Andrew is.”
 
    
 
   As soon as the last parent left, Gabi placed a quick call to Bryan, bundled Antonio into the car, and headed for the courthouse. Somehow she knew this was only the beginning.
 
    
 
   “Irvin asked about you,” she said, her voice retaining its balance even as her heart threatened to give her away.
 
   Andrew sat in silence, his eyes never leaving the table in front of him.
 
   “He’s worried about you,” she continued when he said nothing. “We all are.”
 
   “I’m fine,” he said, his voice sounding hollow. “How’s Antonio?”
 
   “He’s all right. We’re going shopping tonight. For food and stuff. No big deal,” she said as her concern for him overtook her. “He wants to know when you’re going to get out of here.”
 
   Andrew never moved.
 
   “Will you please look at me?” she finally asked in frustration. “Talk to me. Please.”
 
    
 
   There was so much to say, and yet there was nothing at all to say. Nothing that hadn’t been said. He had laid his heart on the line only to be rejected. He wasn’t sure he could do that again.
 
   “Tell Antonio I love him,” he finally said softly, “tell him I’ll be home as soon as I can.”
 
   There was a long pause as Gabi sat there, right in front of him, with the saddest, most dejected face ever.
 
    
 
   “I’m ready,” he suddenly said to the guard behind him, and like a robot he stood as her eyes followed his form up and around to the guard. It tore her heart out to see him like this. This wasn’t Andrew. This was someone she didn’t even know.
 
   “Andrew,…” she began with no clue as to how to finish that thought, and before she had the chance to figure it out, he was gone.
 
   Somehow she walked out to the lobby where Bryan sat with Antonio.
 
   “How is he?” Bryan asked, standing the second he saw her, but the look on her face said it all. “What can I do?”
 
   She looked right at him as her heart broke in two. “Find a way to get him out.”
 
    
 
   “Here, Antonio,” she said holding onto cheerful with both hands and all her might as they pushed the cart through the aisles, “how about if we buy you a soccer ball? That way you can practice at my house.”
 
   She didn’t have money to waste on a soccer ball, but seeing Antonio trailing sullenly behind her was about to kill her.
 
   “K,” he said never even glancing up from his feet he was sliding across the tiles, and for the second time in an hour her heart tore in two. 
 
    
 
   It wasn’t until Antonio was safely asleep on the couch and she was in bed that she allowed the emotions in her head and heart to take over. Somehow she had to keep it together — if not for her own sake, at least for Antonio’s. He was being so strong, but she wished with all her heart that he didn’t have to be. There had to be a way out of this mess, but at the moment all she could see was the pain surrounding her and everyone else she loved.
 
   Why did Andrew have to insist on being so stubborn? Surely the people he loved were worth more than some stupid principle could ever be. But even as she thought it, she knew the trap behind that thought. It was precisely because of the people he loved that he couldn’t back down. And that was the paradox that just might kill them all.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Until 4:05, Thursday had passed much like Wednesday had, and Gabi feared every day henceforth would be uninterrupted misery punctuated only by small diversions into fantasy until Andrew was allowed back into her life. But the knock on her door as she watched the kids working with the clay at the tables startled her back to reality.
 
   “Irvin?” she said, puzzled when she opened the door and saw him standing there.
 
   “Hi, Miss T,” he said happily as though this visit was not out of the ordinary. “I got to thinking last night, and I was wondering if maybe we could test Mr. C’s idea.”
 
   Worry dropped on her. “Idea? What idea?” 
 
   “Well, when he was talking to the guys who were here the other day, he said they might start a program where the older kids get to help out with the little kids,” Irvin said.
 
   Gabi shook her head. “Yeah?” 
 
   “Well, I just thought maybe I could come help you with the kids here — when I get out of school in the afternoons.”
 
   Suddenly she understood all he wasn’t saying. “Oh, Irvin, you don’t have to do that.”
 
   He shrugged. “I know I don’t have to, but I want to.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you rather play basketball?”
 
   “I think this is more important than basketball,” he said, watching her reaction closely. “And I think Mr. C would agree with me, don’t you? What do you say?”
 
   “Well,” she said, wishing anything made any sense, “I say…  I hope you’re good with clay.”
 
   Irvin smiled a 1000-watt smile and ducked past her into the room.
 
   “Children,” she said softly and then repeated the word louder as her resolve came back to her, “Children. This is Irvin Thompson, and he’s going to come in here to help in the afternoons.”
 
   In one heartbeat Irvin was in the middle of a myriad of clay sculptures — helping, advising, and praising each and every child in the room. And for the first time in three days, Gabi had the distinct feeling that everything was going to be all right after all.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 18
 
    
 
   The wind whirled past them in short bursts of energy, and Gabi wrapped her coat around herself tighter and wondered again about the wisdom of coming. She had hoped Andrew would be out in time to keep his promise to Antonio so that they could attend Greg’s last game together, but at the moment, Andrew was locked in a battle of wills with the entire United States government. 
 
   So, despite her better judgment, she was sitting out here freezing to death in the park, and trying desperately to think of something remotely normal to talk with Bryan about.  
 
   “Greg’s really good,” she said through her chattering teeth.
 
   “Yeah, he is,” Bryan agreed, leaning forward on the bench, “and I think this one’s going to be pretty good, too.” He reached down and ruffled Antonio’s hair, but Antonio was paying attention to nothing other than the game going on in front of him.
 
   Bryan smiled down at the little figure on the grass between them. “He’s a good kid.” 
 
   “Yeah,” Gabi agreed half-heartedly because her heart hurt so much over all of it, that’s all there was left. Antonio had to be something special, she thought miserably, more often than not these days it was only his smile and his spirit that kept her going.
 
   “It’s a good thing this is the last game of the season. It’s really cold out here,” Bryan said as he looked around the near empty park obviously reaching for something normal to talk about as well.
 
   “No kidding.” Gabi clutched at her coat again as the wind whipped its way around her legs.
 
   “So, how’s the center?”
 
   Torture was the first word that came to mind, but she decided against being that honest.
 
   “The kids are excited about the Christmas play,” she said, ducking the real question. “I think it’s going to be pretty good this year.”
 
   “That’s good,” Bryan said, obviously wanting to dig deeper but not wanting to overstep his bounds. He leaned back again and left her to her thoughts, and they watched the remainder of the game in mutual silence.
 
    
 
   The second the final whistle blew, Antonio jumped to his feet and raced to Greg’s side. 
 
   Together, Gabi and Bryan stood and made their way after the boys. 
 
   He walked slowly, one hand in the pocket of his pants. His glance was careful and quick. “You going to see Andrew today?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” Gabi said, slowly pushing her feet across the yellow grass in front of her. “I hate to keep dragging Antonio down there.”
 
   Bryan nodded his understanding.
 
   “This can’t be easy on him,” Bryan said, watching the two boys kick the soccer ball back and forth across the yellow grass.
 
   “No, it’s not,” Gabi sighed, “but sometimes I think he’s taking it better than the rest of us.”
 
   “Well, he has you. I’m sure that helps.”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Gabi said sarcastically. 
 
   “What?” Bryan asked, instantly puzzled. “Why did you say it like that?”
 
   “My mothering skills are nothing to jump up and cheer about.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? You work magic with the kids at the center.”
 
   “That’s different,” Gabi said, watching the two little boys laughing happily. She couldn’t remember ever being that happy.
 
   “I think you’re wrong,” Bryan said, and the sincerity in his voice stopped all the protests running through her head. “I think Antonio’s very lucky to have you to take care of him — especially now.”
 
   Especially now. Now, with the new father whom he had barely had a chance to get comfortable with taken away from him and stuck in some old, rotten jail cell for sticking to his principles, she thought bitterly as the misery threatened to take over again.
 
   “It’s not fair,” she said almost to herself. “Andrew doesn’t deserve this.”
 
   “I agree with you,” Bryan said, watching her out of the corner of his eye, “but Andrew’s always been a man of his word, and right or wrong, if he says he’s going to do something, he does it.”
 
   She couldn’t argue with that. She’d seen it for herself too many times, and as she realized how permanent this situation could become, the weight of it descended on her again.
 
   “You gonna be okay?” Bryan asked, his concern for her evident.
 
   “Yeah,” she said, nodding as the fatigue threatened to take her right down with it. 
 
   “Tell you what,” he said. “Why don’t I take the boys over to our house for the rest of the afternoon? That way you can have a break.”
 
   “Oh. You don’t have to do that,” she said, forcing herself to sound strong.
 
   “It’s okay, Gabi, Antonio’s family. Besides I think it would be good for the cousins to get to know each other.”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, feeling like she was somehow shirking her responsibility. 
 
   “You can come get him whenever you want,” Bryan said. “I know Greg would love to have him.”
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   “Come on, Gabi. Please,” he said gently, and when she looked up at him, Andrew’s eyes looked back at her, and instantly a plan formulated itself in her head.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Of course I’m sure.”
 
    
 
   So less than an hour later Gabi found herself parking in front of the courthouse in a car that suddenly felt incredibly empty without one special passenger. It was strange how quickly it had become normal to have him with her at every step during her day.
 
   She pushed that thought from her mind as she hurried up the steps and into the warmth of the building. Antonio was a precious, wonderful little boy, and one thing was for sure, he needed Andrew. As she approached the desk, her resolve to do everything she could to make that reunion happen soon solidified.
 
    
 
   He was only mildly surprised when the guard called his name. She had somehow managed to show up every day thus far, but he was certain that sooner or later the new would wear off, and she would leave. Besides the only reason she kept coming was Antonio. Why had he asked her to take him again?
 
   Andrew couldn’t clearly remember anymore. In this place where memories and dreams were all he had to hold onto, it was easy to begin losing track of which was which, but one thing was for sure — he knew where he stood in Gabi’s book.
 
   His feet carried him into the little room, and in spite of every warning in his head, his breath caught in his chest the second he saw her. Worse, the pain in his heart was almost physically unbearable when he forced his eyes back onto the floor and his head away from the possibility that her coming to see him was a good sign.
 
    
 
   “Hi,” she said softly immediately noticing the slump of his shoulders and the downcast of his eyes. The thought that he didn’t look like the Andrew she knew hit her again.
 
   He mumbled something incoherent as he sat down heavily in the chair after being relieved of the handcuffs by the guard who was never very far away. 
 
    
 
   Andrew couldn’t look at her; he was having enough trouble thinking straight as it was, and looking at her now might send him over the edge.
 
   “I think we need to talk,” Gabi said with a solidity he hadn’t expected. She’d always sounded so frightened before. Had she made a decision about Antonio? Was she going to bail on them and not even give him a chance to plead his case?
 
   “Oh?” he said off-handedly as though there no reason he could think of as to why they would need to talk.
 
    
 
   She watched him staring at the table in front of him, and suddenly her resolve solidified even more than it had been over the last hour. He needed her now—not for pity, but for strength.
 
   “Look, Andrew, I understand why you’re doing this, but I think you’re being selfish.”
 
   Bull’s eye. Instantly he looked up at her, and anger flashed through his eyes. “You think I’m doing this to be selfish?”
 
   “No, but I think you sitting in here feeling sorry for yourself is pretty selfish,” she challenged, holding her ground even as the heat in his eyes seared into her soul.
 
   “You’ve got some nerve.” He jumped to his feet and paced over to the wall as far away from her as he could get. That got the guard’s attention, but she checked his movement with one look.
 
   “I’ve got nerve?” she asked Andrew in utter disbelief. “As I recall I’m not the one who neglected to tell someone about a certain situation until you dumped a little boy on my doorstep.”
 
   Slowly he deflated as she watched him from the table.
 
   “I didn’t know it was going to be this bad,” he said quietly as he shook his head and leaned a hand against the wall.
 
   “Well, it is,” she said, wishing with all her heart that she could just put her arms around him and tell him everything would be all right, but right now that wasn’t what he needed. “So, what’re you going to do about it?”
 
   He turned to face her, the anger back in his eyes. “You make it sound like I wanted this to happen.”
 
   “No, I make it sound like what it is. You stood up for something you believed in, and everyone out there admires you for that. But in here, you look like you’re on death row or something,” she said, and instantly he ducked his head. “Look, I’ll be honest, it’s awful hard for me to believe you’re gonna get out of here when every time I come to see you, you look like you’re headed to your own funeral.”
 
   “This isn’t exactly a picnic, you know?” he said, looking around at his surroundings.
 
   “Well, no kidding. Did you think it was gonna be?”
 
   “No,” he said quietly, and his eyes found the floor in front of him again. 
 
   In spite of herself her heart went out to him. This couldn’t be easy, but who said life was supposed to be easy? Her determination returned.
 
   “Well, I think you did,” she said as if in a bold challenge. “I think you thought Bryan would get you out, or Carson would let you go, or the suits would just give up. But that’s not gonna happen, and I think you’ve got to face that.”
 
   Anger turned to fury. “So, what do you want me to do — give in?” 
 
   Holding his gaze, she shook her head. “Even if I wanted you to do that, you wouldn’t.” Then she had to stifle the smile that threatened. 
 
   The anger in his face melted instantly. “You got that right,” he said, looking at her as the corners of his mouth turned upward. But just as quickly, he looked back down again, and the defeat in his voice returned. “Then what is it you want, Gabi? If giving up isn’t an option, what’s left?”
 
   “Life.”
 
   “Life, ha.” Sarcasm dripped from the laugh. “That’s easy for you to say.”
 
   “That’s probably true,” she said, nodding slowly, “but as I see it, you’ve got two choices:  you can spend your time in here feeling sorry for yourself, or you can find a way to keep living.”
 
   The sarcasm didn’t leave. “And how am I supposed to do that?” 
 
   “Well, you can start by finding something to do besides sitting in your cell all day looking at the bars.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? Where else am I supposed to look?”
 
   “Past the bars.”
 
   “Huh?” 
 
   She stood, her gaze at him never wavering. “Look, when you first came to the center, what did you see?”
 
   “I’m not following you.”
 
   “Close your eyes,” she instructed, and immediately repeated the instruction when she saw the look of protest cross his face. “I said, close your eyes. Now when you first walked into the center — the building itself, what’d you see?”
 
   “In the lobby?”
 
   “Okay, yeah, how did the lobby look?”
 
    
 
   “Old? Dirty? Dark?” he asked, the memory of that first day flooding back over him.
 
   “And when you think about it now, how does it look?”
 
   “Well,” he said, thinking back to the last time he’d walked through those doors, “it still looks kind of dirty, but it’s brighter now.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “For one thing the windows are clean,” he said, laughing at his own joke.
 
   “Why else?” she prodded.
 
   “Because... I don’t just see what’s actually there anymore, I see what could be there. I see the possibilities,” he said slowly, feeling a weight lift off his shoulders.
 
   “You don’t see the bars,” she said softly, and instantly he opened his eyes and looked at her. “The bars around the building were holding us all captive. We saw the bars — the dirt, the poverty, the hopelessness. We saw the bars. You didn’t. 
 
   “I’ve watched you for three weeks now, and over and over, the one thing that’s come through loud and clear is that Andrew Clark doesn’t just see the problem, he’s a man who looks for and finds the solutions.”
 
   Truly Andrew wished he could believe her. He looked around at the concrete holding him in. “But this time is...”
 
   “It’s no different — unless you let it be.”
 
   He sighed, and his eyes found the floor again. In his heart he knew she was right, but here? How could he see the solutions here? Here the bars really did hold him in. It wasn’t just a perception. It was reality.
 
   “Just because you decided to take a vacation doesn’t mean the rest of us stopped needing you,” she said, her voice soft, like a nice place to fall. “Irvin practically runs to my room every day for the latest news, and Antonio needs his daddy.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “That’s an excuse.” 
 
   “But…”
 
   “It’s an excuse, Andrew, and it’s your right to choose to use that excuse, but before you do, I want you to realize, it is an excuse.”
 
   He tried to form a sentence in his head that didn’t start with but; however, none was getting through.
 
   “Listen to me, the Andrew Clark I know wouldn’t let a few bars stop him — he’d just find a way to get it done anyway.”
 
   “Well, how do you propose I do that?”
 
   “I think you can start by looking past yourself. I saw you do that at the center, and you single-handedly turned that whole financial situation around — not to mention picking up a kid and a few adoring fans along the way.”
 
   He smiled at that.
 
   “All I’m saying is you’re never gonna get these days back, maybe there’s something you can do even now — even when it all looks hopeless,” she said, never losing the softness. “Just promise me you’ll think about it, all right?”
 
   Ever so slowly he nodded, but that was enough.
 
   “Now, everyone out there is pulling for you,” she said, stepping over to him, “and so am I.”
 
   He could feel her there barely a foot away, and instantly his body went on high alert.
 
   “I’m right here,” she said. “I’m in this fight with you, and so is everybody else. Remember that. Okay?”
 
   Slowly he nodded again, and then she reached over and put her arms around him. When he closed his eyes and held her to him, all the bars disappeared.
 
    
 
   “How’s Andrew?” Bryan asked as Gabi followed him into the living room.
 
   “I think he’s gonna be okay.”
 
    
 
   The sunlight seemed brighter when she awoke Sunday morning, and instantly Gabi thought about how clean her windows seemed. It was strange, but in reminding Andrew of his purpose, she had reclaimed some of her own. Sometimes miracles don’t happen quite the way you had expected them to, but they happen all the same.
 
   Miracles. She had prayed so hard for one, and then almost missed seeing it when it came along.  She pulled the covers from her body and tip-toed into the living room. The tiny figure curled on her couch looked as though he belonged nowhere else in this world. In fact, it would be difficult to see him go when Andrew got out.
 
   Quietly she filled a glass of milk and made a piece of toast, and then she sat down at the table to simply enjoy the morning watching the most enchanting scene she had ever witnessed.
 
    
 
   “Gabriella,” Father Callihan said, greeting her with a smile after Mass.
 
   “Hello, Father.” She shook his hand and looked down at the little figure cowering behind her. “I’d like you to meet Antonio Walls. He’s a friend of mine.”
 
   “Well, hello, Antonio,” Father Callihan said, extending his hand to the child. “It’s very nice to meet you.”
 
   “Hi,” Antonio said shyly, and then, in perfect form, he extended his own hand which Father Callihan shook.
 
   Father smiled once more before resuming his conversation with Gabi. “It’s nice to see you again, Gabriella. How’s everything at the center?”
 
   “Much better,” she said, and even as she said it, she couldn’t stop the smile.
 
   “Yes, I’ve been reading the articles in the paper,” he said. “I’m glad things have settled down.”
 
   “So, am I.” And she meant it. “Well, we’d better be going.”
 
   “You take care, Antonio,” Father Callihan said.
 
   Antonio nodded as he reached up and took hold of Gabi’s hand. They extracted themselves from the crowd and walked down the hallway slowly.
 
   “Do you think God knows about Andrew?” Antonio asked, tipping his head as he gazed up at the statues lining the space.
 
   “Sure, He does,” Gabi said, wondering where this conversation was headed — with Antonio, there was never any telling.
 
   “Does He know about me?”
 
   “Yes, Antonio. He knows about you.”
 
   The little boy was silent for a moment, and Gabi could almost see the wheels turning in his little head.
 
   “Do you think talking to God makes any difference?” he asked, his voice drifting as if on wings.
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   He looked up at her then, trust mixed with concern. “Do you think we could talk to God about Andrew? Just to make sure He knows and everything.”
 
   The smile came all the way from her toes. “I think that would be a great idea.” Stopping at the door she knew so well, she reached and opened it. “Let’s go in here into the chapel, and we can talk to God—just us. Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Together, they walked to the front. Gabi had the vague feeling that this must be what it was like to be a mother — holding the hand of a child you love, and helping them learn to talk to God.
 
   “Let’s sit here,” she said, entering a pew, and Antonio followed. Gabi sat down, and Antonio settled in beside her. For a moment all was silent, then slowly as though it didn’t even belong to her, her arm went around him, and he snuggled in closer to her as they both gazed up into the soft white-yellow light over the small altar.
 
   “Do you think God listens to you if you’re sitting down?” Antonio whispered.
 
   Gabi leaned down to him. “I don’t think it matters.”
 
   He nodded but then scowled. “Maybe we ought to kneel just in case.” 
 
   “Okay.” Who was she to argue? So, they both slid off the pew and onto the kneelers, and for a moment all was silent.
 
   A long moment and Antonio shook his head. “I don’t know how to talk to God. How do I know if He’s listening?”
 
   “He’s listening,” she said, knowing in her heart it was true. She had seen His work, up close and personal. “Just think of Him as your best friend and talk to Him like that.”
 
   Antonio nodded seriously.
 
   “God,” the little voice beside her said then, and the entire chapel seemed to fill with light. “I know You’re busy and everything, but we need some help...”
 
    
 
   Gabi waited patiently for the jail visitation room door to open. She had so much to tell him that her heart was about to burst at the seams. But nothing, nothing, had prepared her for the entrance he made today.
 
   “Oh, Gabi, good. I thought you’d never get here,” he said the moment he crossed the threshold, barely waiting for the guard to un-handcuff him.
 
   “Andrew?” she asked in bewilderment, but he didn’t give her a chance.
 
   “You’ve gotta see this.” He retrieved a small stack of papers from the guard. “Thanks.” 
 
   The guard nodded and stepped off to the side. Coming over Andrew spread the papers out on the table.
 
   “What’s this?” Gabi asked as her bewilderment grew.
 
   “The center,” he said simply. He smoothed out the sheaves with his hands. “See, I think we could put a computer room over in this area, and it makes no sense to close the cafeteria when the older kids get there. All those tables would be great for studying — and the elementary school kids could do crafts in there. Plus, we could do tutoring in there. It wouldn’t be near the gym, so it would be a lot quieter.
 
   “I also think we need to talk to some of the teachers at the schools — who knows maybe they’d be willing to volunteer once or twice a week? And I know some of the older girls could help out. Some of them are really good with the kids.”
 
   “Andrew! Take a breath!” she said in disbelief, and for the first time since he’d entered the room, he really looked at her, and his eyes were sparkling.
 
   “So, what do you think?”
 
   She laughed, floored by the dynamic energy pouring off of him. “I think you’re insane.”
 
   “Well, it’s better than being dead,” he said, raising his eyebrows and grinning at her. “Oh, and look at this. These are some foundations we need to apply to…”
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 19
 
    
 
   The reporter who appeared in Judge Carson’s courtroom the following morning was not the same man the bailiff had led away three days before.
 
   “I will ask you again, Mr. Clark,” Judge Carson said, staring at him over his reading glasses. “Will you, or will you not answer the questions presented to you?”
 
   “No, Your Honor,” Andrew answered with no trace of hesitation or uncertainty. “I cannot answer those questions, but if you don’t mind I have a few questions of my own.”
 
   The judge raised his eyebrows at that. “Oh?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. I would like to know if I can be allowed access to a telephone during the afternoons.”
 
   “A telephone, Mr. Clark?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. You see I’m working on getting grants for the center over in Collins, and being able to call the people directly would be a lot quicker than having to write requests for the applications.”
 
   “Mr. Clark, I can’t start authorizing phone privileges,” Judge Carson said as though it was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard of.
 
   “You can’t, huh?” Andrew said, stymied for only a moment. “Okay. Then can I at least have a typewriter and some decent paper to work with? The foundations really frown on loose leaf.”
 
    
 
   Irvin came bouncing into Gabi’s room at just after 4:15 on Monday afternoon. “Hi, Miss T.”
 
   “Hi, Irvin,” she said, so thankful for the young man’s positive presence.
 
   “Hey, Irvin.” Antonio ran to his friend and grabbed his hand. “We’re playing house, you wanna be my little boy?”
 
   Looking first at Antonio and then at Gabi, Irvin’s face registered wide-eyed concern. “Oh… Kay.”
 
   Gabi stifled a laugh as Irvin allowed himself to be led into the group of four-year-olds.
 
   “You have to get down on your knees though. Boys aren’t supposed to be bigger than their dads,” Antonio instructed as he assessed the situation.
 
   “Oh.” Irvin dropped to his knees. “Is this better?”
 
   “Yes,” Antonio said with a satisfied grin.
 
    
 
   “You know, I hate to say this, Andrew, but I think as your lawyer it’s time to at least look at the option of talking,” Bryan said as he watched Andrew typing quickly in the corner of the cell.
 
   “How do you spell ‘assiduously?’” Andrew asked without looking up.
 
   “Assiduously? Uh...” 
 
   “Never mind.” Andrew resumed typing. “I’ll just use diligently.”
 
   Bryan let out the breath very slowly so he didn’t lose the patience with this little brother that was slipping from his grasp. “Andrew, you’re not listening.”
 
   “How do you spell, ‘unfathomable?’”
 
   “How in the world did you ever become a reporter?” Bryan asked in exasperation.
 
   “Spell check,” Andrew said and resumed typing. “Do you think Carson would let me have a dictionary?”
 
   “Andrew!” Bryan said loud enough to command quiet in several other cells as well.
 
   “What?” Andrew looked up in annoyance.
 
   “What’re you doing?” Bryan asked, shaking his head.
 
   Lifting his chin with half a shrug, Andrew looked right at his brother. “Living.” His gaze never faltered. “I’m living. Now, do you think you could get me a dictionary?”
 
    
 
   “He’s dead!” Antonio squealed, rushing to the giant ‘patient’ stretched out in the middle of the floor.
 
   “What should we do, Doctor?” Shaniquille asked, her high-pitched voice going even higher on the drama.
 
   “We’ll have to give him mouth-to-mouth perspiration,” Antonio said, seriously shaking his head.
 
   “Hey. Whoa. Hey now.” Irvin sat up and put one hand up as well. “That’s okay, I’m alive.”
 
   “No, you’re not,” Antonio said in full command mode, “now lay down!”
 
   Irvin looked at Gabi who shrugged helplessly, and then with more worry than she had ever seen on his face, he did as instructed by the little four-year-old dictator. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, Your Honor,” Bryan said humbly at his unscheduled appearance in Carson’s chambers at just before five. “I do realize it’s a strange request.”
 
    
 
   “And then the wolf said, ‘Little pig, little pig, let me come in,’” Irvin said in his very best wolf voice. “And the little pig said,”
 
   “Not by the hair of my chinny, chin, chin!” the children chorused around his feet.
 
    
 
   “Here’s your dictionary.” Bryan held the small book between the bars, and Andrew leaped from his seat and grabbed the book from his brother’s outstretched hand.
 
   “Great!” he said as though it was the bicycle he’d wanted his whole life. Without pause he began searching through it.
 
   “So, how are the grants coming?” Bryan asked slowly.
 
   “Pretty good.” Andrew sat back down as he searched for a word in his new prize. “If I get these two done tonight, do you think you could mail them on your way home?”
 
   “Andrew,” Bryan said, crumbling again. 
 
   “Look. It’s not like I asked to hand-carry them to Pennsylvania.” 
 
   Bryan slumped on the understanding that his client and brother had both lost his mind and permanently decided not to relinquish the information the justice system wanted. “Yeah,” Bryan finally said. What else could he say? “I’ll take them.”
 
   “Great.”
 
    
 
   Irvin dumped an armload of toys into the box and shoved it under the cabinet. Antonio had been sent to retrieve a mop and a bucket from the janitor’s closet, so for the moment, it was just the two of them.
 
   “You were really good with them today,” Gabi said as she leaned against the bookshelf, watching him.
 
   “I had a good teacher.” He smiled at her, and she smiled back and nodded.
 
   “You’re gonna make a really good father,” she said, and the admiration in her voice was no act.
 
   Irvin laughed. “Not for a long, long time.” Then the smile vanished. “Thanks to Mr. C that is.”
 
   “Andrew?” she asked instantly puzzled. “What does he have to do with you being a father?”
 
   The shrug was only barely there. “Let’s just say the bet made me see things a lot differently.”
 
   “Bet? What bet?” she asked, getting more concerned with every word.
 
   “The bet. You know.”
 
   “No, I don’t know.”
 
   “Oh, well, it’s no big deal really. I just thought Mr. C would’ve told you about it by now.”
 
   “No. He didn’t, but you’re going to.” 
 
   “Oh.” Irvin stood from the task and put his hands on his waist and his gaze on the floor. “Well, we just made this bet that... Well, that I wouldn’t... you know... sleep with anybody... for a month... you know...”
 
   Gabi came out of coil with a snap. “He what?” 
 
   Irvin shrugged again. “Yeah. We just got to talking the other night, and the subject came up, and… well, he bet me that I couldn’t go a whole month without…”
 
   She waved her hands to get the details to stop. “I get the picture.”
 
   “Truth is, I thought he was crazy at first, but Tonika was willing to give it a try. And well, let’s just say it’s not as bad as I thought it would be.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it,” she said, trying to figure out a plausible response to this story. Should they really be getting involved in the private lives of the kids? That seemed a step beyond their jurisdiction — at least.
 
   “Hello! What do I look like a five-year-old?” Antonio asked from the doorway as he struggled in with the bucket and mop.
 
   “Here, let me help you with that,” Irvin said clearly more than a little glad for the interruption.
 
    
 
   As she drove away from the center later, Gabi’s heart once again agreed with him, but her head vehemently protested that they shouldn’t be getting into the middle of the students’ romantic lives. That shouldn’t be in their sphere of influence. What if Irvin’s mother found out? What if she wasn’t happy about the interference? What then? 
 
   “Hey, guys and dolls, I’m Antonio Walls, comin’ at ya from KATC,” Antonio said from the other seat as Gabi’s attention glued there in amusement. She really did need to get the radio fixed. “And now here’s one from my favorite artist, it’s call ‘I Just Wanna Be Near Ya.’  I just wanna be near ya. I just wanna hold ya all night. I just wanna be near ya. Come on, Baby, what’d’ya say-ay-ay?”
 
   For a four-year-old, his singing was amazingly good, but hearing those words coming from the tiny voice startled something deep inside her.
 
   “Antonio,” she said more harshly than she had planned. “Where did you hear that?”
 
   A long, ominous pause filled the car.
 
   “On the radio,” he finally said as the fear laced its way across his tiny face, “at Andrew’s place…”
 
   And as he said it, his face crumpled back into fear and protectiveness mode.
 
   Gabi sighed at her own stupidity and harshness. He was four, and he was just following along with what everybody else was doing. “I’m sorry, Antonio.” She reached over and put her hand on his knee. He wasn’t doing it to annoy her. He was just trying to be upbeat in what had to be a horrible situation.
 
   “When’s Andrew gonna get to come home?” Antonio asked softly, his little eyes pleading and scared. 
 
   Gabi fell silent for a long moment. She had no answer for that question. “I don’t know, Antonio.”
 
   “I don’t understand why I can’t see him,” he said miserably, and she could almost hear his little heart breaking. “I just want to see him. Why won’t they let me?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” she said, praying as she said it that somehow they could make that happen, “we’ll talk to Bryan and see if he can talk to the judge about you seeing Andrew.”
 
   “Can we, please?” he asked as the crocodile tears spilled over his eyes. “I just want to see Andrew.”
 
   “Yeah, Antonio. We can. We’ll see.”
 
    
 
   “And Bryan mailed the letters today. Do you think Jerry could get me a list of the other grants we can apply for?” Andrew asked, looking every bit the CEO ticking off the meeting’s agenda though the orange jumpsuit made the whole experience feel like a funhouse gone mad.
 
   Gabi nodded slowly, sitting at the little gray table, knowing she needed to tell him but not knowing how. It would crush him to know how badly Antonio was struggling on the other side of those walls.
 
   “What, Gabi?” he finally asked interrupting his own meeting with concern snaking into his eyes. “What is it?”
 
   “It’s Antonio.” She kept her gaze on her fingernails, hoping that not looking at him would soften the blow. “He wants to see you, but Bryan doesn’t think that’ll be happening anytime soon.”
 
   “How is he?” Andrew asked, looking at her — CEO totally forgotten.
 
   “He makes Gibraltar look weak,” she said with a tiny laugh. Her gaze chanced up and brushed his. “But he misses you, Andrew. He really does.” 
 
   Sadness crossed Andrew’s face. “Yeah. I know. I miss him, too.”
 
   “And I’m trying, you know? But I don’t know what to tell him anymore,” she said, and the misery in her voice came through loud and clear. Somehow she had thought she would stop there before confessing her own weakness, but it spilled out before she could get it to stop. “I snapped at him tonight in the car, and he wasn’t even doing anything. He was just singing this stupid song, and I snapped at him.”
 
   “It’s okay, Gabi.” Gently Andrew put his hand across the table and covered hers. 
 
   “I thought I could do this, you know? A couple of days. I could do that, but I don’t know how long I can do this anymore.” Desperation from all the pain she had buried began to claw its way to the surface. “I just don’t know how to be a mother.”
 
   Andrew exhaled as if he’d been hit by an arrow. “Gabi, come on, you’re great with the kids.”
 
   “No. That’s different,” she said as the voice inside her head started whispering incessantly. You can’t do this. You do not have what it takes to be a mother, Gabriella. She shook her head to get the voice to stop. “I don’t know the first thing about being a mother.”
 
   “Gabi, what’re you talking about?” he asked with full-on concern. “You’re so great with the kids.”
 
   The tears began stinging her eyes. “No. It’s not the same.”
 
   “It is the same. What’s different about it?”
 
   “School’s just for a few hours. Mothering is all the time — it’s forever.”
 
   “Okay, first of all, I don’t plan on being in here that long, and second of all, can you really tell me that you’ll stop caring about Irvin next year or the year after that? Or 25 years in the future?”
 
   Stop caring? That would be like stopping breathing. “No.”
 
   “So then, why is being a mother so different?”
 
   “It just is,” she said, anger cracking over the tears, and the heat in her words startled even her. Suddenly she knew she couldn’t stay in the room — not even one more minute — and without even willing herself to, she jumped to her feet. “I’ve gotta go.”
 
   “Now?” he asked, jumping up, which attracted the attention of the guard who took a step in their direction.
 
   Gabi shook her head and skirted his reach. “Antonio’s waiting. Take care, Andrew.” 
 
   And with that she was gone.
 
    
 
   There was something there, Andrew thought, peering through the discussion over and over again as he lay awake in the semi-darkness later. Something in her voice, and her words. She was so good with the kids. Why did she think she could never be a mother? From Bryan’s accounts, she was doing a wonderful job with Antonio. So what was it? 
 
   The questions continued to haunt him the rest of the night.
 
    
 
   Sometime in the middle of the night, his brain went back to the basics of being a reporter, and at the first sign of life the next morning, Andrew was up formulating his questions with more intensity than he had tackled any other story his entire life.
 
   The pieces of evidence, the events — small and large — crammed his mind. Every piece of information he had gathered since he’d met her was a clue, and he was determined to miss nothing as he put the pieces of this story together until they made some sense.
 
    
 
   “Get your coat, Antonio,” Gabi said with all the patience she could muster. She hadn’t slept too well the night before, and patience right now was a scarce commodity.
 
   “I don’t feel good,” the weak voice came from the living room.
 
   “Antonio, we have to go,” Gabi said again as she grabbed her own coat and marched out of her bedroom.
 
   “I don’t feel good,” Antonio repeated just as she rounded the corner, and with one look at Antonio, she knew there would be no school for either of them today.
 
   She dropped her coat and belongings with no thought as she went to feel his forehead. “What’s the matter, Buddy?”
 
   “I’m tired,” he said as his eyes fell closed again.
 
   “Why don’t you come and lay in Gabi’s bed?” she asked softly as she prodded him to his feet. “Come on. Let’s get you out of these clothes.”  
 
   “My tummy itches.” The second his shirt came off, she knew exactly why. Chicken pox.
 
    
 
   “Gabi just called,” Bryan said to Andrew quietly through the bars. “Antonio’s sick.”
 
   “Sick?” Andrew asked immediately forgetting the list of questions in front of him and jumping to his feet.
 
   “Chicken pox,” Bryan said. He held up his hands. “Now, I’m sure he’ll be fine. Gabi’s taking some time off to stay with him.”
 
   But Andrew’s brain hadn’t gotten past the words Antonio’s sick. 
 
   “Does he need to go to the doctor?” he asked with concern. “I mean ‘cause if he does,...”
 
   “I don’t think you have to go in for the chicken pox, but I’m sure Gabi will take him if he needs to go,” Bryan said, clearly trying to find a way to calm the fear he saw looking back from his brother’s eyes.
 
   However, that did not help the fear clawing through Andrew. “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure she will. I’m sure she will.”
 
    
 
   Thank God for wonderful neighbors, Gabi thought as she rubbed Calamine lotion over Antonio’s back. Dear Mrs. Kneisly. Gabi would have to find some way to thank her.
 
   “It itches.” Antonio wriggled under her hands. “It itches!”
 
   “I know, Sweetheart, but you can’t scratch them or they’ll scar.”
 
   “I don’t care! It itches!”
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” Gabi said, searching for some way to take his mind off the itching. “Why don’t you tell me a story? Maybe that’ll make it stop itching.”
 
   For a single second, she thought her ploy might not work, but suddenly he flipped over and looked at her with the brightest eyes she’d ever seen.
 
   “Okay, I’ve got one,” he said with no small amount of excitement. “Knock, knock.”
 
   “Who’s there?”
 
   “Impatient Cow.”
 
   “Impatient Cow,…”
 
   “Moo!”
 
    
 
   Andrew waited as patiently as he could for word, but waiting was hard, and he wished with everything in him — body, heart, and soul — that he could just tell them what they wanted to know and get out of here. This wasn’t about him anymore. It was about his son. His son needed him.
 
   The second he heard Bryan’s voice, Andrew was off the mattress.
 
   “How is he?”
 
   “Antonio’s fine. Gabi’s got everything under control. She said not to worry about a thing.”
 
   Andrew sighed, but felt the weight he had given her all the same.
 
   “But she said she can’t come over tonight. She hopes you’ll understand.”
 
   “Of course. Of course I understand,” Andrew said as the bars suddenly closed in around him. He looked around himself and shook his head. “Bry, what am I doing here?”
 
   “Keeping your word.” 
 
   “Is it worth this?”
 
   “I can’t answer that, little brother. You’re the only one who can.”
 
   Andrew exhaled slowly.
 
   “It’s so easy and it sounds so good making that promise,” he said, the words softer than any he had ever spoken. “Yeah, I’ll keep your name out of it. It was so easy to say.”
 
    
 
   “Want some chicken soup?” she asked the figure looking up at her from the depths of the pillows.
 
   “Yeah,” he said softly.
 
   “K, I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
    
 
   Somehow the walls seemed harder and the bars more solid than they had in days, and as Andrew sat surveying the situation two things were imminently clear:  one, he would never be able to repay Gabi; and two, he had to find a way out of here. He had to.
 
    
 
   “Can we listen to the radio?” Antonio asked from the depths of the pillows.
 
   “Sure,” she said, leaving the soup bowl on the TV tray next to the bed. “What do you want to listen to?”
 
   “Anything,” he said, shrugging. “It’s too quiet in here.”
 
   She turned her alarm clock on and found a station. “How’s that?” 
 
   “Better,” he said, relaxing a little bit.
 
   “Why don’t you just try to get some rest?” She noticed his eyelids already drooping. “We can finish eating later.”
 
   “Okay.” He was already drifting out on the music. “Thanks, Miss T.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Antonio,” she said, and she took the bowl out to the kitchen. 
 
   There was no doubt that he was a special kid, and without Andrew, he would’ve been lost forever. The thought of Andrew made her feel lonelier than she had ever felt in her entire life, and if she could’ve had her wish at that moment, he would’ve been right there with her caring for Antonio himself.
 
    
 
   Andrew wondered about them again as he drifted out, and with all his heart, his only wish was to be with them at this moment.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, he’s gonna live,” Gabi said, sighing into the phone that evening, “has anyone else gotten it?”
 
   “Not so far,” Jerry said. “Keep your fingers crossed.”
 
   “No kidding.” She put her hand to her head and sighed. “So, how’s the class? Are they behaving?”
 
   “Like angels.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   “Actually, they weren’t too bad.  Irvin didn’t even have much trouble with them.”
 
   That snapped her upright. “Irvin?”
 
   “Yeah, he came and took over about 4:10. Oh, and he says to tell Antonio to stop playing sick and come back. He needs a… doctor?”
 
   Gabi laughed. “I’ll tell him. I’d better go now. Good luck, Jerr.”
 
   “I’m sure we’ll do fine. Take care of our little patient.”
 
   “I will.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   In the absence of a story on Woodruff, and because they knew how easily they could be in the witness chair, a pack of reporters had commenced assembling in Judge Carson’s courtroom for each hearing, every single morning. Even reporters who weren’t directly responsible for writing the story were drawn like a magnet to it, and as the proceedings drew near again, everyone had an opinion as to what Andrew’s answer would be this morning. How much longer could this go on? Surely at some point Carson would have to be reasonable. Surely… 
 
    
 
   Andrew had kept in constant contact with them through his fabulous messenger, Bryan, but by the time he showed up in Judge Carson’s courtroom Thursday morning, his resolve was quickly disintegrating.
 
   “Mr. Clark, I trust your stay in the county jail has given you plenty of time to think about your answer,” Judge Carson said slowly, and no one in the courtroom missed the misery on Andrew’s face when he nodded. “Now, will you, or will you not answer the questions presented to you?”
 
    
 
   Bryan held his breath and willed his brother to end this. Please, Andrew. Please, be reasonable. Please, for Antonio’s sake.
 
    
 
   “No, Sir, I’m sorry,” Andrew said through the tears that threatened to overtake him right there, “I can’t.”
 
   A low murmur went up from the courtroom as gasps of disbelief flooded over those assembled.
 
   “Mr. Clark…” Judge Carson began in frustration.
 
   “Your Honor,” Bryan said, standing, “may I say something?”
 
   “Yes, Counsel, what’s on your mind?” Judge Carson asked, obviously wanting to find a plausible solution to the whole mess.
 
   “I simply wanted to let his Honor know that Mr. Clark’s little boy is ill. Of course, he’s being cared for, but Mr. Clark has not been allowed to see the boy in over a week.”
 
   “This is not my problem, Counsel,” Judge Carson said as he heard and felt the murmur go through the courtroom.
 
   “I realize that, Your Honor, but I think it’s important that when a child is ill they have the benefit of having a parent there to offer care,” Bryan said with no pause, wanting the whole statement out there as much for the reporters as for the judge.
 
   Judge Carson glared down from the bench. “And where, may I ask, is the child’s mother, Counselor?” 
 
   Bryan cleared his throat and spoke with no amount of uncertainty. “Your Honor, Mr. Clark adopted the little boy out of the state’s foster care system only a week before his arrest and subsequent imprisonment. This child has already been traumatized by the system, and I don’t think this is helping.”
 
   That seemed to push the judge back, but he resumed his stern look as quickly as possible. “Well, believe me, Counselor, I empathize with Mr. Clark’s problem, but I can’t in good conscious allow him to run roughshod over the laws of this state.”
 
   “Your Honor, with all due respect, isn’t that what you did when you disregarded the state’s shield laws?”
 
   “Take your seat, Counselor,” Judge Carson said irritably, “unless of course you want to join Mr. Clark as being held in contempt of this court.”
 
   “No, Sir,” Bryan said, instantly resuming his seat.
 
   “Good. I’m rescheduling a hearing for Monday, November 17. Mr. Clark, if you happen to change your mind between now and then, please let us know. Court is adjourned.”
 
    
 
   “Can I ask what that was about?” Andrew asked the second Bryan showed up at his cell after everyone was back into place after the hearing.
 
   Bryan nodded, his eyes going narrow. “Strategy.”
 
   “Some strategy,” Andrew snorted, “if you don’t watch it, I might have to make room for a roommate.”
 
   “Listen to me,” Bryan said, ducking and lowering his voice, “that courtroom was full of reporters, and your good friend, Rob Kiner, was among them. Now there are more ways than one to put pressure on Judge Carson.  If he didn’t have sympathy for your situation before, maybe we can convince him to reconsider.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Andrew asked, puzzled but interested.
 
   “Well, Rob talked to me after the hearing today, and he wants an exclusive.”
 
   “The story’s been done,” Andrew said, tired beyond words. “Remember? That’s why I’m here.”
 
   “No. Not Woodruff’s story. Your story. Now, listen to me. Rob’s down in the conference rooms right now waiting. What do you say?”
 
   Andrew thought for only a second. His brother was brilliant. “I say, what’re we waiting for?”
 
    
 
   “When will it stop itching?” Antonio yelled from the bedroom.
 
   “In a day or two,” Gabi called, putting the last dish in the drainer.
 
   “I don’t think I can wait that long!”
 
   “You and me both,” she said under her breath. “Tell you what. I found this old game of Chutes and Ladders, what do you say we play?”
 
   “I’m tired of bein’ in bed. Do I have to stay in here?” He’d commenced whining to make his case sound even more pathetic.
 
   “No, you don’t. What do you say we move you out to the couch?” She went into the bedroom and started gathering things up for the move. “We can play on the coffee table.”
 
    
 
   This was not the height of being impressive, Andrew thought as he entered the little room and turned so the guard could take the handcuffs off. He sure hoped this worked because the humiliation was about to kill him.
 
   “Hi, Andrew.” Rob extended his hand.
 
   “Rob,” Andrew said, shaking his colleague’s hand and then taking his seat on the criminal side of the table. “I hear you want an interview.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? Everybody wants an interview. I just happen to have some connections, that’s all.”
 
   They both smiled at that.
 
   “So, what do you want to know?” Andrew asked, thinking how odd it felt on this side of the fence. 
 
   Rob turned on the recorder and put his pen on his notebook. “Well, I guess first you can tell me about the little boy.”
 
    
 
   He was asleep again on the couch, and as Gabi sat in the chair watching him, the words from so long ago played themselves back in her head
 
   You can’t be a mother. You don’t know the first thing about being a mother. It’s not fun. It’s not uplifting. It’s work, Gabriella!  All the time. Every day. Forever. And then if you’re real, real lucky, your kid comes home one day and says, ‘Guess what, Mom. I’m pregnant!’
 
   The tears formed behind her eyes, but even now she couldn’t let them fall. There were just too many of them there, and if she let the first one fall, a thousand more would surely follow.
 
    
 
   “You know, it’s weird. I’m here talking to you, and I see Andrew Clark, but it’s not really you,” Rob said, looking at his friend across the table and shaking his head. “You’ve changed.”
 
   “No, Rob.” Andrew laughed softly, thinking life all the way through, “I just never let anyone see the real me before.”
 
   Rob narrowed his gaze. “So, I don’t understand — why now?”
 
   “You know, I think for the first time in my life I’ve started seeing outside the bars,” Andrew said, and even as he saw the puzzled look cross Rob’s face, he knew he could never adequately describe this new feeling.
 
    
 
   “Here’s some more soup, Buddy.” Gabi shoveled the lukewarm, light yellow concoction into the little mouth. He swallowed slowly and then looked at her with no pretense between them.
 
   “Miss T,” he said thoughtfully, and immediately she stopped and looked at him.  The look in his eyes, melted every hard place in her heart away.  “Thanks for taking care of me. I know you didn’t have to.”
 
   “No, Antonio. I didn’t have to — I wanted to.”
 
    
 
   Back in his cell, Andrew let his head relax against the hard wall as he thought about her again. Gabi. Gabriella Treyvillion. The woman he loved. The woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. She had come through for him more times than he could count. She had challenged his beliefs about the kids and the very order of the world, his included. 
 
   She challenged him in ways he never knew he needed to be challenged, and she gave love when he needed it — no questions, no strings attached. In fact, it seemed like the only way she wanted him around was without the strings. And at that thought, he sat straight up. But why? Why was she so afraid of the strings? That was it. That was the key he’d been missing.
 
   He pulled his notebook back out and resumed his question writing. The next time he saw her, he would find a way to ask the questions that were keeping them from establishing strings. Somehow, some way, he would find out why.
 
    
 
   


 
  




Chapter 20
 
    
 
   “Did I miss any place?” Gabi held the Calamine lotion and examined the squiggling form in front of her. Four days of this hadn’t made it any easier to retain her patience, and with the sky darkening her windows earlier and earlier, she, herself was starting to feel like a prisoner. By now, she reasoned it should be getting better, but if anything, it was getting worse by the second.
 
   “It still itches,” Antonio said, scraping himself across the bed.
 
   “Where?” 
 
   “My back!”
 
   “Okay, then flip over,” she instructed being careful not to tip the lotion bottle in the process. “Where?”
 
   “All over!” he shrieked. “It itches!”
 
    
 
   “How’s Antonio?” Bryan asked, over the phone lines that evening. He had called, just like he did every night since Andrew had landed in jail, and Gabi was glad of that especially now that she was trapped in her own little world that seemed to be collapsing in on her by the second.
 
   “Itchy,” Gabi sighed tiredly. “But he’s sleeping for now.”
 
   “You all right?” he asked as his concern bridged the distance between them.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” she sighed, willing herself to believe it though it was getting to be more and more of a challenge. “How’s Andrew?”
 
   Bryan exhaled, and she knew it was not good news.
 
   “I’ve got a very stubborn brother,” Bryan said, matching the tired in her voice. “I’d hoped the press attention would help, but so far we’ve struck out.”
 
   Gabi exhaled slowly — trying like mad to hold onto some shred of hope, but it was getting harder by the second.
 
   “Well, tell him I said hello,” she said, forcing a sad smile onto her face. “And that we miss him. I really wish I could come see him, but under the circumstances, I think I need to be here more.”
 
   “I’m sure he understands, but I’ll be sure to tell him anyway. You keep up the good work, Gabi.”
 
   “Will do,” she said, and the utter exhaustion came through loud and clear over the phone lines. “See ya later, Bryan.”
 
   “Yeah. Take care, Gabi.”
 
   And as she hung up the receiver, she knew somehow she had to find the strength to go on without him because as much as she wished otherwise, Andrew, for all intents and purposes was gone. At first she had believed it would only be for a few hours, a day at the very most, maybe a few days, but here it was a week and a half later, and nothing had changed. Nothing.
 
   “Gabi?” the soft voice called from the bedroom.
 
   “I’m coming, Antonio,” she said without even a second thought.
 
    
 
   “I’ve got these three letters ready to go,” Andrew handed the mail to Bryan the second he entered the small room on Sunday.
 
   Bryan took the mail without a word and watched as Andrew sat down. The door closed behind the guard with a thud, and Bryan struggled to choose the right words. “Look, Andrew, I don’t know how to tell you this, but I really think we’ve got to at least consider the possibility of giving them what they want.”
 
   Andrew sat motionless as he let the words float past him.
 
   “I know you don’t want to hear that, but I don’t see any other way. You’ve been in here almost two weeks now. How much longer are you really prepared to stay?”
 
   Bryan watched closely, but his brother never moved.
 
   “Look, I know I’m your attorney, but I’m also your brother, and as your brother, I know there are people out there who need you. Gabi called me last night, and she didn’t have to say what she was thinking, Andrew. She wants you out of here. Antonio wants you out of here. Greg wants you out of here. Heck, I want you out of here!  You’re not doing anyone any good sitting in this jail. You can fool yourself all you want, but this isn’t helping anyone.”
 
   Andrew never moved.
 
   “Think about it, okay, little brother?” Bryan splayed his fingers across the table in front of Andrew and leaned on them. “Woodruff is out there right now walking the streets, and you’re in here. Why? Because you gave your word to someone? Okay. I’ll admit even I thought it was noble at first, but come on, it’s not worth this. I think it’s time you give up the name... and the tapes.”
 
   For the first time since sitting down Andrew’s head moved — at first imperceptibly — and then more forcefully.
 
   “No,” he said softly. “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Jeez!” Bryan said in frustration as he pushed away from the table. “Come on, Andrew! For Pity sake! This is insane!”
 
   “When I gave my word and adopted Antonio, I did that for forever — not for as long as it was easy. What’s the point of giving your word if when things get tough, you run?”
 
   Bryan spun on him. “Andrew, look around you! Your child is sick, he needs you. Your girlfriend is picking up the slack. She needs you! Why can’t you get that?”
 
   “And why can’t you get that I’m doing this for them?” Andrew asked softly, willing his own tears of frustration to stay buried.
 
   “For them?!” Bryan yelled in utter disbelief. “How can you even say that?” 
 
   “They have to know that when I give my word, it’s forever. Period.”
 
   Bryan shook his head in frustration. “And how long are you planning on staying here?” he asked in desperation. “Huh? How long?”
 
   “Until they decide to let me go, I guess,” Andrew said honestly not knowing another way to answer. “Until then, all I can do is take it one hour at a time and do the best I can with the hand I was dealt.”
 
   “It’s a losing hand, Drew.”
 
   Andrew exhaled slowly. “Yeah? Well, if I throw the cards on the table and fold now, there’s no way I can win.” Then he looked right at his brother. “But if I find a way to stay in the game, there’s still a chance. I have to believe that, and as my lawyer, so do you.”
 
    
 
   “I’m hot!” Antonio moaned, his misery transferring right into Gabi’s spirit.
 
   “I know, Sweetheart,” she said, knowing he was suffering but not knowing how to fix it. “Here’s a wash cloth.”
 
   She lay it across the little brow and stood back wishing with each passing second there was more she could do. He looked so tiny and so sick laying in the middle of the pillows. But all they could do now was wait it out.
 
   “Here, how about I read you a story?” she asked as she pulled a book from the nightstand. “When it’s over, I’m sure you’ll feel better.”
 
    
 
   He had struggled with it for hours, and even now, there seemed to be no way to bridge the gap between him and the people on the other side of those bars. Andrew wished he could just call her and talk to her — if only for a moment. She’d know what to do. He was sure of it. 
 
   But for all his wishing, he was still alone. In the cold, dark cell. This was his decision, and his alone. No one else could help him with this one. No one, except...
 
   And in the darkness for the first time in what seemed like an eternity, the words began forming on his lips.
 
   “Dear Lord, if You’re listening, I could really use Your help here. I know it’s been a long time, and I haven’t exactly been the model of understanding, but please, I don’t know what to do about this anymore. I can’t handle this one my own. I’ve done all I can do, everything I can think to do. I’ve really been trying, but it’s not getting me anywhere. Okay, I guess the truth is, I haven’t been handling it all that well, but really I have been trying to do what’s right.
 
   “But I gotta tell You, what’s right is becoming really hard to figure out. I mean I’ve wanted out from the beginning, but this isn’t about me anymore. It’s about Antonio and Gabi. They really need me right now, and to be honest with You, I need them, too. But at the same time, I don’t want to go back on my promise.
 
   “God, I don’t know what to do anymore,” he said as his head found his hands, and he closed his eyes against the pain in his heart. “I just wanna go home. I just wanna go home. Please. If You can hear me, please, help me find a way to do that...”
 
    
 
   It was quickly becoming the longest night of her life. Every time Gabi drifted off to sleep, he would start again.
 
   “I’m hot! I’m itchy! I’m hungry! I’m bored! I’m itchy! I’m hot! I’m itchy! I’m hungry! I’m hot! I’m itchy!”
 
   Over and over and over again until at three a.m. she looked at the clock and seriously considered just walking away from it all. She could call Bryan or Jerry. They could come. They could help. 
 
   “I’m hot!” the tiny voice came from the bedroom the second her head hit the pillow on the couch, and she had to fight back the tears.
 
   “Oh, dear Lord,” she said as sheer exhaustion took over her entire body. “I can’t do this anymore.”
 
    
 
   “And one more thing,” Andrew said softly to the darkness surrounding him, “please help Gabi. I know she’s doing her best. Please, Lord, please, give her the strength to help Antonio through this. I know what a good mother she is — even if she doesn’t. Please help her see that, too.”
 
    
 
   Twisting the cool washcloth in her hands as she stood in the bathroom, Gabi looked up to find the mirrored glass in front of her, and in that instant she saw her mother’s eyes looking back at her.
 
   “You can’t be a mother, Gabriella. Have you lost your mind? You don’t know the first thing about being a mother. It’s not fun. It’s not uplifting. It’s work, Gabi!  All the time. Every day. Forever.”
 
   At that moment as if the past was now somehow touching the present, Gabi looked at herself, staring at the accusing voices she had heard from that moment to this. “Yes, it is work, Mama,” she said to the image staring back from the mirror, “but what you never saw is that it’s worth it. It’s worth everything you have to give... and more. And I can do it. I can. With God helping me, I can.”
 
   With strength she could not remember ever having felt before, she shut the light off behind her and marched back into the bedroom to care for the sick child that had been entrusted to her care.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The Herald ran a front page story on Andrew’s plight Monday morning, and although the edition hit the streets only five hours before the hearing was to begin, somehow it was enough lead time to attract a whole new batch of reporters. Rob’s story had been picked up by the wire services, and it seemed that every paper and news station in the entire nation felt a personal connection to the story. So, by the time the witness was taken from his cell replete with his orange jumpsuit, reporters from all walks of life had jammed into the courtroom to get a glimpse of the now famous witness.
 
   In fact, everyone in town wanted to be in the courtroom that morning — clerks, court reporters, lawyers — they all wanted to watch the proceedings. So no one even questioned the presence of a single, curious Assistant District Attorney who happened to slip in the back doors and take a seat in the very back row just before the proceedings began.
 
    
 
   It was a scene reminiscent of David and Goliath as Andrew was led into the courtroom and back to the witness stand to once again face a bureaucracy bent on breaking his spirit, but his decision had been made, and as far as he was concerned it was set firmly in stone. He wouldn’t break. Not now, not ever.
 
   “Mr. Clark,” Judge Carson said, the overwhelming presence of the press and spectators obviously softening his mood. “How are you this morning?”
 
   “Fine,” Andrew said, holding the judge’s gaze with no hesitation.
 
   Judge Carson nodded, barely keeping his gaze from sweeping the spectators before lowering his head even further. “And how’s your little boy?”
 
   “As far as I know, he’s fine,” Andrew said with a nod. Bryan had given him an update only minutes after he’d arrived, and by all accounts Antonio was finally on his way to recovery.
 
   “That’s good to hear.” Judge Carson nodded, and then he busied himself with a stack of papers in front of him obviously not wanting to ask the question that everyone in the room wanted an answer to.  Finally, he cleared his throat and peered back at Andrew over his glasses. “Mr. Clark, I want to remind you that you’re still under oath.”
 
   “I understand,” Andrew said, really noticing for the first time the throng gathered in the courtroom, hanging on his every word — for all that had gone wrong in this mess, at least Bryan’s publicity ploy looked to be working for the moment.
 
   Judge Carson cleared his throat again and looked across the courtroom. “Mr. Blankenship, your witness,” he said, peering down at the prosecution table.
 
   Blankenship looked up instantly, and it took a split second for the judge’s words to register. Clark was his witness, and all eyes were now on him.
 
   “Ah, yes. Thank you, Your Honor,” Mr. Blankenship said, standing and buttoning his suit coat as though he was fully expecting this turn of events. “Good morning, Mr. Clark.”
 
   Andrew leaned into the microphone. “Good morning.” 
 
   Blankenship walked to center stage and smiled at the witness who nodded back. “Mr. Clark, can you please give us the name of the source you cited as ‘anonymous’ in your story dated Oct. 21st?”
 
   “No, Sir,” Andrew said evenly, his eyes never wavering from the assistant attorney general’s gaze. “I will not.”
 
   Blankenship sighed as a low murmur crossed the courtroom behind him. He looked severely displeased. “Mr. Clark, will you please tell us the whereabouts of a set of tapes that you quoted from and alleged to exist in that same story?” 
 
   “No, Sir. I will not,” Andrew said as another louder murmur crossed the courtroom, and Judge Carson glanced to the back irritably. He clearly didn’t like this turn of events one bit.
 
   “Your Honor,” Blankenship said, looking at the judge as if pleading for some help.
 
   “Mr. Clark, please answer the questions,” Judge Carson said as he shifted in his seat, obviously becoming more uneasy with each passing second.
 
   “I’m sorry, Your Honor. Those sources were confidential, and as such I am not at liberty to give out that information.”
 
   Judge Carson exhaled. “You do realize that by not answering Counsel’s questions, I have no choice but to find you in contempt of this court and remand you to the county jail once again.”
 
   “Yes, Your Honor,” Andrew said suddenly the only solid voice in the entire courtroom. “I do fully understand that.”
 
   There was a long, silent pause as Judge Carson readjusted his glasses and cleared his throat. “Very well then, Mr. Clark. I have no choice but to find you in contempt.  We will schedule the next hearing on this matter for one o’clock Wednesday afternoon — maybe a change of the time of day will improve your memory.”
 
   It was supposed to be a joke, but nobody laughed. Judge Carson banged the gavel, and Andrew allowed himself to be led back to the hard mattress he had come to call home.
 
    
 
   Road Runner beep-beeped across the screen, and Antonio giggled. From her station at the kitchen sink, Gabi smiled. He was getting better, and things were definitely looking up.
 
   The phone jingled to life, and she picked it up. “Hello?” 
 
   “Gabi?” Bryan’s voice came over the line, and he sounded more depressed than she’d ever heard him.
 
   A new worry overtook the old. “Bryan, what’s wrong?” 
 
   He sighed. “How’s Antonio?”
 
   “Better,” she said, ducking into the living room to check on the little figure sprawled on the floor. Then she came back and put as much distance between her and the little ears as she could. “How’s Andrew?”
 
   There was a long, silent pause, and Gabi knew the worst was coming.
 
   “There’s no change,” Bryan sighed again, and Gabi closed her eyes. How long could this go on?
 
   “He’s still not talking?” she asked, still unable to fully believe that this was really happening.
 
   “No, and I don’t think he’s going to either,” Bryan said. “I really hate to ask you this, Gabi. I mean, I know you’ve got your hands full already, but is there any way you can come talk to him? I’m at my wits’ end. He won’t listen to me, and I don’t know what else to do.”
 
   “Well,” she said with a frown as she considered the problem of what to do with Antonio. “I really don’t want to take Antonio down there right now.”
 
   “Okay. Well, maybe I could come over and stay with him,” Bryan said, and immediately Gabi wanted out of this situation.
 
   “Oh, Bryan, I don’t think so,” she said, looking around as if to find some way to talk him out of this. “I mean…”
 
   “Please, Gabi. Andrew needs you.”
 
    
 
   When Bryan arrived at her apartment, Gabi had never felt so poverty-stricken in all her life. She knew he was comparing her tiny, dingy apartment to his luminous house, and she knew how badly her apartment was faring in that comparison.
 
   “Nice place,” he said, looking around the tiny living room. “It reminds me of the first place Pam and I had after we got married.”
 
   Gabi smiled gratefully, and in spite of her head telling her he was just being nice, her heart said it really didn’t matter why he was doing it. He was being kind to her — regardless of where she lived or what her income was.
 
   “I won’t be long,” she said quietly gathering her keys and coat. “Antonio’s napping right now. He should be up in an hour or so. There’s soup in this cabinet, and the bowls are over here. Umm… the Calamine lotion’s in the medicine cabinet. He shouldn’t really need that anymore, but just in case. Oh, there’s a couple of games in here. Here’s a deck of cards. The television’s right there. Umm...”
 
   “Gabi,” Bryan said softly, and the litany stopped. It took effort, but she managed to look up at him. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”
 
   She smiled in spite of the judgments of herself that were snaking through her, and as she looked into Bryan’s face, she wished with everything she had that the green eyes she found there really belonged to Andrew.
 
   “Thanks, Bryan. I really appreciate this,” she said, willing herself to keep it together long enough to get out the door.
 
   “Anytime,” he said, nodding. Then he reached out and put his hands on her arms. “Just please, talk some sense into my brother.”
 
   “I’ll try.” But even as she said it, she knew there was really nothing she could say.
 
    
 
   The drive to the courthouse was a crash course in nerve suppression. 
 
   “It’s just Andrew,” she repeated over and over to herself. “He’s the same guy. It’s no big deal.”
 
   But her heart said differently.
 
    
 
   When they called him out of the cell, Andrew was sure Bryan was back for another lecture, and he had to physically force himself up off the mattress. He was tired of lectures. If Bryan wasn’t willing to stand by his decision, then maybe it was time for Andrew to find himself a new lawyer.
 
   He didn’t want to, of course, but Bryan’s constant nagging was really wearing thin. In fact, Andrew decided, this would be the last lecture he would allow himself to be a part of. Bryan would just have to understand.  
 
   Andrew’s determination to stand by his decision became all-consuming the closer he got to the room, and by the time the guard opened the door and un-handcuffed him, he was fully prepared to unleash all the pent-up anger on the next person he saw. However, the second he stepped across the threshold, all the anger and frustration about his present situation vanished with a poof into thin air.
 
    
 
   Even during the endless nights of caring for Antonio when the only thing that had kept her going was the thought of seeing Andrew again, Gabi’s fantasies of how this moment would be had never even come close to this reality. In one breath her whole world stood on end and tottered there. It took everything she had to keep herself from literally jumping into his arms. But what would that say about her, about him, about them? It was those questions that kept her spirit planted even as her heart soared.
 
   “Andrew,” she said, barely getting the name past the air rushing out of her lungs. She stood uncertainly, willing her galloping emotions not to overtake her completely. However, that was proving to be nearly impossible as she suddenly found herself gazing into the pools of green she had seen every time she’d closed her eyes over the past few days, and the only thing she wanted to do at that moment was to get lost in them forever.
 
   “Gabi?” His gaze searched hers as if asking if she was really and truly there. “I... I didn’t expect to see you here.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I thought… I needed to come by, and, umm… Bryan’s... taking care of Antonio,” she said, willing herself to think rationally and knowing if she took even a single step in his direction, she would never be able to tear herself away again. 
 
    
 
   “How’s Antonio?” Andrew asked without ever taking his eyes off of her. Just seeing her again was like being in heaven, and at that moment, he had the vague impression that even if he never got the chance to hold her again, just looking at her would be enough to last a lifetime.
 
    
 
   “He’s fine,” she said, fighting to keep her mind focused on what he was saying and away from the strength she could see rippling across his chest, through his shoulder blades, and down into his arms. 
 
   Arms she had so desperately wanted to feel around her more times than she could count over the last few endless nights, and now they were there only a heartbeat away, and it was taking everything she had not to throw herself into them and never look back. 
 
    
 
   “I... That’s… That’s good,” he said, willing his senses to come back to him, but they were practically scattering at his feet, and at the moment, he didn’t even care.
 
    
 
   “How are you?” she asked, forcing her eyes to leave the temptation of his body and find his eyes again, but when she did, her breath caught in her chest, and her heart began to pound. 
 
   “Fine,” he said simply, and she nodded through the haze in her mind.
 
   For one, brief moment nothing around or between them moved. The formalities were over, and they had come to a crossroads. Where they went from here was anybody’s guess.
 
    
 
   “I... missed you,” he finally admitted, watching for whatever reaction that confession would bring.
 
   Slowly the tension in her face melted away, and for the first time in many days, her smile was genuine.
 
   “I missed you, too,” she said, and with that, the walls between them crumbled. Without another thought she stepped over and he swept her into his arms.
 
    
 
   As she came in to his embrace, he closed his eyes, and simply allowed his arms to pull her to him as his brain began recording everything he had come to love about her. Her perfume, the feel of her hair, and the feel of her next to him. It was all so familiar and yet so new, and with everything he had, he never wanted this moment to end. 
 
   “I missed you so much,” he breathed as his voice pushed its way through the hole his heart had become since she’d last walked out that door. His fingers twined into the waves of her hair, holding her to him, never wanting to let her go again. “I was beginning to think I’d never see you again.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” She hugged him all the tighter. “I was so awful to you, and then Antonio got sick, and I couldn’t leave him, and…”
 
   “No,” he said firmly, “you don’t have to apologize, Gabi. Please, you of all people don’t have to apologize. I practically dumped my son on you, and you took him in without even a single question asked. I’m the one who should be apologizing.”
 
   Against his chest he felt her head shake, and he smiled.
 
   “Gabi, listen to me,” he said before she had a chance to protest. “There’s something I need to tell you. Something I should’ve said a long time ago. Thank you. I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”
 
    
 
   “But I didn’t do anything,” she protested then as she released her grip on him, her brain taking over her actions again.
 
   “Yes, you did,” he said incredulously as he pulled away from her and searched for her eyes, but she wouldn’t look at him. 
 
   Gently his fingers came under her chin until she was looking right back into his eyes, and suddenly his heart rent wide open for all to see. “Until I found you, I was willing to live my life with bars around me all the time — at work, at home, everywhere. But the second I saw you, all that changed. Living behind the bars wasn’t even an option anymore, I wanted more. Gabi, do you hear what I’m telling you?”
 
   She was trying to, but something inside her said she’d heard all this before — in what seemed like a different lifetime.
 
   “Gabi, I’m trying to say I…”
 
   “No.” She yanked herself away from him, turning and trying to put as much distance as she could between them. “Andrew, I can’t do this. I can’t. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Gabi?” he asked, the sadness and hurt pouring out of him cascaded into his voice. “Why not? What’s wrong?”
 
   Her eyes searched the blank, gray wall in front of her for some explanation as she wrapped her arms around herself protectively. But there was no way her heart could ever begin to explain it to anyone — much less to Andrew Clark, the guy who obviously wanted more than she would ever be prepared to give.
 
   “I can’t explain it, Andrew,” she said, shaking from the effort of keeping herself together. “I just... I can’t do it. Not again.”
 
    
 
   Again? What does that mean? his mind screamed at him, and it was all he could do not to lash out and take out his frustrations on her at that moment.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” she said softly, almost without emotion. “Believe me, I never meant for it to go this far.”
 
   Something in her voice stopped the raging torrent inside his own mind, and suddenly what he was feeling no longer mattered. He needed to be there for her. This had nothing at all to do with what he wanted.
 
   “Gabi,” he said, bridging the gap between them with one step. Gently he reached out and took hold of her arms, and when he turned her to face him again, the sadness, fear, and hurt in her eyes melted every hard piece of his heart. “Gabi, talk to me.”
 
   Slowly she shook her head, and her eyes tried to find the floor between them. “No, I can’t.”
 
   The first tear slipped over the edge and slid down her cheek.
 
   “Gabi,” he said gently. “Look at me. It’s Andrew. You can tell me. Whatever it is, we’ll work it out.”
 
   “This isn’t something I can just work out, Andrew,” she said, the hurt turning to anger and back again like the beat of her heart. She closed her eyes and shook her head as pain slashed across her features. “I’m not who you think I am. Believe me, I wish I was, but I’m not. I’m... just... not.”
 
    
 
   The tears were tumbling from her eyes faster now, and the harder she tried to stop them, the more incessant they became. He didn’t understand. He couldn’t. And he never would.
 
   “Gabi, what’re you talking about?” 
 
   She managed to avoid his arms and escape into the last six inches of space between him and the wall. 
 
   She wanted to run, to escape — to go back to the beginning and do everything differently so they wouldn’t come to this moment. He didn’t know. He couldn’t. If he did, he would never be able to even look at her again.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” She swiped at the tears, sniffing them away. “It’s not important.”
 
   “Not important?” he asked in utter disbelief. “How can you even say that? You run away every time we get close, you won’t even talk to me about it, and now you’re saying it’s not important?” He moved back an inch away from her. She felt it like a sword into the softest place in her heart. “I gotta tell you, Gabi, I’m a little confused here.”
 
    
 
   “Believe me, Andrew,” she said so softly he almost didn’t hear the words. “I’m not worth the trouble.”
 
   “Not worth the...? Okay. That’s it,” he said coming instantly to the end of his rope. “Now I want to know what you’re not telling me, and I want to know now. What is it, Gabi? Huh? What’s the big secret? Tell me right now, or I walk right out that door.”
 
    
 
   Pain knifed into her, and she squeezed her eyes closed to make it go away — to make him go away. It hurt so badly she might never recover.
 
   “Fine,” he said, and the anger in his voice seared past all the other pain to her very core. “I thought if nothing else we were at least friends. I thought we could at least be honest with each other, but I guess I was wrong about that, too. Huh?”
 
   She couldn’t get her voice to form the words that weren’t even there.
 
   “Yeah, well, I guess I got my answer,” he said, and she felt his presence move away from her. 
 
   Never had she ever felt more alone in her life. Even the nights sitting up with Antonio couldn’t match this feeling. He was leaving, and this time he wouldn’t be back. Her one chance was about to walk out the door and be gone forever, and yet if she told him, he might walk out anyway.
 
   Suddenly the walls closed in around her, and the pain of loving someone and getting hurt again overtook every rational thought she had at that moment.
 
   “You’re just like all the rest of them,” she said in wild anger as he turned to leave. “I knew you would be!”
 
   “The rest of them?” he asked almost to himself. “What rest of them?”
 
   “All of them — every one. They all walk out eventually. They get what they want, and then they’re gone.” Huddling over herself, she took on the storm’s force inside and out. She didn’t need them. She didn’t need anyone.
 
   “Gabi?” he began in confusion as he turned back to her.
 
   “No,” she practically yelled as all rationality slipped from her grasp. “Don’t say it! Okay? Don’t even think it!” She spun on him then, furious. “Do you know why, Andrew? Because it’s all lies!  That’s why!  It’s all lies! All of it! Nobody really cares — not when it really counts. They care when it’s easy. They care until things get tough, and then they’re gone! Why should you be any different?”
 
   He stood unmoving, staring at her. “Gabi, what’re you talking about?”
 
   And for the first time in what seemed like a lifetime, she remembered the unbelievable torture of seeing another young man standing there, ready to leave her alone to handle a decision they had both made, and that pain overtook every last shred of sanity.
 
   “Fine, just leave! Go ahead! Go! I don’t need you anyway! I don’t need anybody!” she said as the hot tears streamed down her cheeks. 
 
   “Gabi?” 
 
   She broke down for real then. “I said, ‘Go!’ That’s what you want to do! You never cared about me anyway! Never!”
 
   “Gabi, please.” He took a hesitant step toward the cyclone that was screaming back at him. 
 
   “You’re a selfish, arrogant, egotistical jerk, and I hate you!” she sobbed. “I hate you! Do you hear me?”
 
   For a split second his heart recoiled from the words, but then his brain took over, and he knew she wasn’t saying any of this to him. It was coming from the fear — the fear that kept her from truly being with another person. She loved the kids, but they were different. With them the love flowed out — not necessarily back in.
 
   “Who hurt you like this?” he finally asked, looking at her softly. “Huh, Gabi? Who taught you that love always ends in pain?”
 
    
 
   For a second, she could’ve sworn he had yelled the words — simply because everyone had always yelled back when she could no longer be strong. 
 
   “What?” she asked, blinking to right her world again.
 
   “Who hurt you, Gabi?” Andrew stepped toward her. “Was it a guy? Some boyfriend?”
 
   His face flashed past her eyes again, and she ducked her head. “I just...” She leaned against the wall in despair. If it didn’t hold her up, nothing else would.
 
   “No,” Andrew said, shaking his head. “You’re not getting out of this one. Not this time. This is important. You’re important, and I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “Andrew, please.,” she said suddenly feeling very trapped as he took another step toward her.
 
   “No, Gabi. There’s no reason to run anymore. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   Slowly her mind began to work again, and she felt very, very tired.
 
   “I’m tired,” she said softly. “I need to go home.”
 
   “It’s why you work at the center, isn’t it?” he asked gently. “Because you want to be loved so badly. Why won’t you let me love you?”
 
   She had no answer for that question.
 
   “You’re afraid this secret is going to kill you, and you’re right. If you keep it in, it will,” he said without wavering. “Why don’t you let someone else help you? You don’t have to always be the strong one, you know?”
 
   “It’s not your problem,” she protested, the strength literally flowing out of her body. Somehow she had to make him see that it wasn’t worth the effort — that she wasn’t worth the effort.
 
   “I think you’re wrong,” he said never losing the gentle quality of his voice. “I think it’s what’s keeping us apart, and that’s very much my problem.”
 
   She thought about that for a long time, and finally her mind lit on something she had been wanting to say to him for a week. “Irvin told me about the bet,” she said as though it were time to change the subject.
 
   “The bet?” he asked, completely puzzled. “Gabi?”
 
   “At first I thought it was a stupid idea, you know?” She sniffed hard. “And then I thought you were totally out of line for even suggesting it.” She stared at the squares between their feet without really seeing them. 
 
   “Gabi, what does this have to do with…?”
 
   “I wish someone had made that bet with me,” she said so softly that the words were almost swallowed up in the silence of the room around them.
 
   Confusion traced across his face. “With you? Gabi, what…?”
 
   “I was Irvin,” she said, glancing up at him then, but her eyes couldn’t take the confusion and worry looking back at her, and they quickly found the floor again. “When I was in high school, I was Irvin. I took whatever love I could get from anyone who would give it to me. I didn’t care. I wanted somebody to love me so bad I would’ve done anything to get it. And I did.” She took a deep breath, knowing that one way or another from this point on life would be very different.
 
   “There was this guy at my school. Derrick Miller. I liked him the first time I saw him, but I thought he’d never have anything to do with me — and then one night we ended up at a party together, and he said all the right things, and he did all the right things. 
 
   “I’d like to say it was rape, but the truth is it wasn’t. I wanted to be loved, and I thought that was the way to get it,” she said, without looking up. “We slept together that night, and I thought that was it, you know? I thought I’d found the guy of my dreams — the one that would sweep me off of my feet and carry me away to his golden castle away from all the problems in my life — only it didn’t work out quite like that.”
 
   She had always thought the admission would come out as a violent scream, but it sounded more like a whisper — a whisper from the very grave she had buried it in a decade before. “I got pregnant, and at first I was really excited about it, you know? I mean a baby. My baby. Our baby. It was something I had always dreamed of, but Derrick... Well, he was less than thrilled. When I told him about the baby, he said there was no way I could prove it was his, and that if I even tried, he’d trash me so badly that nobody would ever want to hang around with me again.
 
   “I didn’t have very many friends the way it was, and the last thing I wanted was to lose the few I had. So, I thought I’d just take the next best option, and go to my mom. I figured maybe I could go live with my aunt for a while or something.”
 
   It had all seemed so simple at the time, and even now it was hard to imagine how quickly things had spiraled out of control from that point on.
 
   “It’s weird. You know? I can see that kitchen like it was yesterday,” she said, staring off into space. “I don’t really know why I thought she’d be reasonable about it. She’d never been reasonable about anything before. But I thought this time would be different.” Her voice trailed off as the memories came back to her, and for a few moments, she couldn’t even put the scene into words. 
 
   He simply waited, taking in the whole story without interrupting.
 
   “I was so excited about that baby — even if Derrick wasn’t — I was. I was so sure I could raise it on my own. I figured how hard could it be? You know? My mom had done it with me, and look how I’d turned out,” she said with a tiny laugh that made him grimace. 
 
   “When I told her, I think she thought it was a joke to begin with, and then for a few minutes I really thought everything would be all right. She didn’t yell or scream, she just very calmly went to her dresser drawer and pulled out a number for me.”
 
   “A number?”
 
   “Yeah, for an abortion clinic upstate,” Gabi said, and he closed his eyes against the pain that slashed through him. Gabi watched him, knowing he would never, ever look at her the same way again. “She said she’d used it a few times over the years, and it was really no big deal, and that she’d take me on Saturday, and everything would be fine after that.”
 
   Gabi took a deep breath and exhaled as the poison that had entered her body at that suggestion finally found its way out again.
 
   “I didn’t want an abortion, and I told her so. That’s when I found out how she really felt about things…”
 
   He let that settle for a minute before he asked, “Things?”
 
   “Me,” she said as the searing pain knifed through her heart. It was no use to stop the tears now, and she didn’t even try. “In two minutes of screaming, she told me everything I had felt my whole life — that I was a burden and a problem, that I was a mistake, and she wished I’d never been born.”
 
   He shook his head as his own tears found the surface.
 
   “She told me that if I kept the baby I’d be ruining my entire life — just like she’d ruined hers by keeping me. I didn’t want to believe her. I didn’t want it to be true. But I knew it was. I told her I really didn’t care what she thought, and that I was keeping the baby no matter what she said. That’s when she threw me out of the house.”
 
   “Oh, dear Lord,” he breathed, coming over to her and putting his hand on her arm if for no other reason than to make sure she knew he was still there, but she knew.
 
   In fact, the farther she went into the story, the easier it got to tell — he knew her secret now, and because his leaving was now only a matter of time, it really didn’t matter how much he did or did not know anymore. Therefore, the words came almost on their own — as though they’d been waiting for this very opportunity to show the world what an utter and complete failure her life really was.
 
   “I didn’t really have anywhere else to go, so I slept on the streets the first couple of nights — but I knew for the baby’s sake I couldn’t really stay there, so I hopped a bus to Norfolk. I don’t really know why. That’s just where the bus happened to be going at the time. I managed to find a part-time job when I got there, and some friends I found put me up for a while.
 
   “I was so dumb,” she said, laughing a small sarcastic laugh, “I really thought that somehow everything was going to work out just fine — that somehow, some way I could make it work.”
 
   The memory of those days flooded her mind, and she shook her head to clear it of the images she found there.
 
   “Then one night when I was about eight months pregnant, I went into labor. I was at the apartment by myself, and for a minute, I thought I might actually be dying, but then it hit me that the baby was coming. I called a cab and somehow managed to get myself to the hospital, but when I got there, and the nurse asked if there was anybody I wanted to call…”
 
   Slowly the feeling of being totally, utterly alone in the world descended on her again, and it was all she could do not to let the pull of the floor just take her.
 
   “My baby came about 12 hours later. It was a little boy, and they let me hold him right after I’d had him. He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, so tiny. But when I looked down into his little, baby face all I could see was my mother screaming at me that I’d ruined her life. I can’t explain it really, but I knew right then I could never let that happen to my child. So when they took him away to the nursery, I asked to speak with someone about the possibility of giving him up for adoption.”
 
   She sniffed to bring the tears and emotions under control again before continuing the story.
 
   “I never saw him again. I think they do that on purpose, so you don’t get attached or something, but it didn’t really matter, I was already attached,” she said as her voice trailed off. “I loved him so much. I still do.”
 
   And the tears took her then as she leaned into the strength his arms afforded her. She could still see that tiny baby looking up at her with the barely opened eyes — so trusting, so full of love. It had been the hardest thing she’d ever had to do to walk out of that hospital and leave him behind. Even now, the memory ripped her heart in two.
 
   “I didn’t even go back to the apartment again. I figured my friends had enough problems of their own without dealing with mine too. So I left. I spent a few nights on the streets, but it was beginning to get cold, and I was starting to get a little worried about things until one night some guy came up and told us there was food and shelter down at the Salvation Army outpost. 
 
   “I didn’t really have any other options at the time, so I went. That’s where I met Sr. Mary. Man, was she a little stick of dynamite. I guess you could say she was the mother I never really had. Sr. Mary volunteered at the Salvation Army, but her real job was being the director of the Faith City Mission’s Downtown Youth Center.”
 
   That backed him up a few inches. “Youth Center?”
 
   “Yeah, technically I was only 17 even though I felt like I was 50. Sr. Mary invited me, and by the grace of God I accepted — the rest is pretty much history.”
 
   “But you were in Norfolk, how’d you wind up here?” he asked, not wanting to miss even a single detail of this story.
 
   “Well, Sr. Mary helped me out a bunch, and I managed to get my GED and then an Associate’s Degree in child care. I really think she thought I would stay there my whole life, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t shake the bad feelings I had about Norfolk. There were just too many memories there, so finally one day I told Sr. Mary good-bye and took off.”
 
   “And you landed in Collins,” he finished as she nodded.
 
   “Jerry was desperate, and he hired me on the spot.”
 
   Andrew nodded slowly letting it all sink in — the incredible number of coincidences that had led them to this very spot. And yet he knew, even as the thought crossed his mind, that not one of them was really a coincidence.
 
   “So, that’s it.” She exhaled and shrugged a tiny shrug. “My whole sorry life’s story. Now aren’t you glad you asked?”
 
   It was supposed to be a joke, but he never even cracked a smile as his eyes found hers.
 
   “Yes, Gabi, I’m very glad I asked,” he said, and the intensity in his eyes cut right through her. “I always knew you were strong, but I never knew how strong until now — but more than that, I don’t think I’ve ever loved you more than I do right now.”
 
   It took one breath for his lips to find hers, and for a moment, she thought she must be dreaming or hallucinating. But when he pulled away, and she felt the cold, she knew it had been no dream.
 
   “Taking care of Antonio must’ve brought back all those memories,” he said, suddenly realizing the position he had put her in, but she shook her head.
 
   “I found out my mom was wrong.” 
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   She smiled. “I am a good mother, and it is worth it.”
 
   The smile he beamed at her lit her whole soul with a warmth she had never known.
 
   “I love you, Gabriella Treyvillion,” he said, and he bent to kiss her just as the guard stepped forward.
 
   “Clark,” the guard said, “time’s up.”
 
   Suddenly she remembered why she was supposed to be here in the first place.
 
   “Andrew, what about the hearing? Bryan. I mean... I...”
 
   “Tell Bryan not to worry — when you do the right thing, everything works out like it’s supposed to,” he said as if that removed every obstacle from their path, and then he quickly leaned in and kissed her again. One more quick hug, and he stood back from her. “Take care of yourself, Gabi. And tell Antonio I said hi.”
 
   And with that he was gone.
 
    
 
   Somehow after many long minutes, her feet began to move again, and without her knowing how, her body took her home and put her to bed.
 
   


 
  




Chapter 21
 
    
 
   His words ran through her head even as she tried to concentrate on the Chutes and Ladders game before her.
 
   I love you, Gabriella Treyvillion. 
 
   Even now it was hard to believe he hadn’t run away screaming — but he hadn’t. Yes, he was in jail, but in her heart, she knew now that it was only temporary. They had come this far, and somehow love would find a way to bring them together for good.
 
   “Ha! Ha! Five!” Antonio said, doubling over with laughter, “you have to go back to start! HAHAHAHA!” 
 
    
 
   “Clark, you’ve got a visitor,” the guard said, unlocking the door as Andrew looked up from the grant requests he was working on.
 
   “Who is it?” he asked. Bryan had left earlier, and Gabi wouldn’t be here today unless Antonio was a lot better.
 
   “Can’t say,” the guard said, shaking his head.
 
    
 
   When he stepped through the door, Andrew could hardly believe what he was seeing, and it was almost physically difficult not to blurt out the first thing that came to mind.
 
   “Hi, Clark,” the Assistant District Attorney said, standing awkwardly from the table and offering his hand. Andrew wanted to deck him, but instead he put out his own hand and stuffed everything else inside him.
 
   “Please, have a seat,” Paul said as if inviting him for Thanksgiving dinner, and Andrew obeyed. 
 
   A deadly silence filled the room around them as they both searched for a place to start.
 
   “Andrew, how long are you planning to keep this up?” Paul finally asked.
 
   “As long as they keep asking.” 
 
   “Andrew, come on! Just tell them what they want to know. This is insane,” Paul said, standing and pacing the room. 
 
   “You think it’s insane. I’ve spent the last fifteen days away from my little boy and everyone else I love — believe me, you don’t have to tell me how insane it is.”
 
   “Then for Pete’s sake, tell them what they want to know!”
 
   “No. I gave you my word that I’d keep your name out of it. It’s not my job to tell them,” Andrew said although that was far from what he really wanted to say to this man pacing back and forth in front of him.
 
    
 
   Paul was silent then. He barely knew this man, and yet Andrew was willing to sacrifice everything for the sake of his word?
 
   “Then I don’t know what to say,” Paul finally said sighing with the words and sitting down heavily.
 
   Andrew exhaled slowly. “Neither do I.”
 
    
 
   Bryan came in around nine o’clock that night to discuss strategy, but strategy at this point was hopeless.
 
   “How’s Gabi?” Andrew asked to fill the silence in the room.
 
   “Fine.” Bryan tapped his pen on the paper in front of him, totally out of options. “Antonio’s better. They’re probably going to go back to the center tomorrow.”
 
   Andrew nodded. It was like looking into a world he would no longer be a part of. “That’s good. I’m sure Jerry will be glad to see them.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   When she entered the cold building the next morning holding the little hand in her own, Gabi had the distinct feeling that she had finally come home. 
 
    
 
   Andrew caught sight of Mitchell, sitting out in the audience, the second he took the witness stand, and it was like feeling Judas’s kiss. With a resigned smile he sighed.
 
   “Mr. Clark,” Judge Carson said, looking at the witness as if worn out by the whole mess, “may I remind you, you’re still under oath?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. I remember,” Andrew said, nodding without ever taking his eyes off of Paul.
 
   “Good,” Carson said, willing his witness to play by the rules this time. “Now, will you please tell the court the name of the source you quoted as ‘anonymous’ in your story dated Oct. 21st?”
 
   A hush fell over the entire courtroom as Andrew’s gaze swept across them. There were people he knew — Bryan, Bill, Rob, Blankenship — but many more that he didn’t. Then he looked directly into one specific set of eyes as he leaned into the microphone and said, “I’m sorry, Your Honor. I cannot.”
 
   Gasps of disbelief sounded throughout the courtroom, and Bryan squeezed his eyes closed and shook his head.
 
   “I see,” Carson said through clenched teeth, “then perhaps you can you tell us the whereabouts of the tapes you cited in that article.”
 
   Andrew leaned forward again. “No, Sir, I cannot.”
 
    
 
   The classroom was in chaos, and Gabi was fighting to remember how she’d ever made this work in the past.
 
   “That’s enough!” she yelled over the din as shrieking children ran helter-skelter around the tables. “I said that’s enough!”
 
   The sound of the door closing from behind her startled her, and for a moment, it was all she could do to find enough composure to turn and face the newcomer.
 
   “Hey!” Irvin yelled, and immediately every child in the entire room stopped dead in their tracks. “I believe Miss T asked you all to be quiet. Now, you all know the rules.”
 
   Gabi gaped at him in disbelief as he stood poised with his hands on his hips, face set in stone. Then she heard it — a rustling behind her, and when she turned back around, every child was sitting quietly in a chair, hands folded neatly on the tables in front of them.
 
   “Now, nobody and I mean nobody, moves until I say you move,” he said with more authority in his voice than she had ever heard in her life. 
 
   It was only then that she noticed his clothes. He not only sounded like a teacher, he looked like one — nice jeans, a long-sleeved, button-down shirt that fit, and even a tie. It was Irvin, and yet it wasn’t.
 
   “Hi, Miss T,” he said as a smile lit up his face, and he held out his arms to her. “Welcome back.”
 
   “Hi, Irvin,” she said, and it was useless to try to hide the amazement in her voice as she stepped into his arms. “You sure look nice.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said with a tiny shrug. “It’s just some stuff I picked up from the thrift store on 6th.”
 
   “It’s nice.” She nodded, and when he smiled at her, she knew Andrew had been right. She would never stop loving this child — who had suddenly grown into a man before her very eyes. Never.
 
   “Now,” he said, resuming the authority in his voice as he looked back across the classroom. “James and Patrick are going to be here in about five minutes. How about we get this place cleaned up?”
 
   In less than a second, children were scrambling to gather the toys scattered about the room, and before Gabi even had time to ask what was going on, they were back in their seats.
 
   She looked at him with surprise and awe. “Irvin?”
 
   He simply held up his hands to stop her.
 
   “Now, I want the chorus over there,” Irvin said, pointing to the windows, “and the players over here.”
 
   Immediately the roomful of children took their places, and only one, single, little boy remained in the seats.
 
   “Antonio,” Irvin said smiling happily at him. “My man, why don’t you come over here by me? I’ve got a special part for you.”
 
   Antonio’s face lit up like a Christmas tree just as two boys Gabi had never met before entered the room. They looked like toned-down versions of Irvin himself.
 
   “How about we show Miss T what we learned while she was away?” Irvin asked, and Gabi didn’t miss the excitement in his voice. “Okay? James?”
 
   Slowly James took his place in front of the children and began waving his hands as the chorus before him watched carefully.
 
   At first she thought it must be coming from some stereo outside, but then it dawned on her, they were singing, and for a second she knew without a doubt what heaven must sound like.
 
    
 
   “Judge Carson,” Paul said, striding into the judge’s chambers just before five o’clock and placing a box of files on the judge’s desk. “We need to talk.”
 
    
 
   “Yay!” Gabi clapped until her hands hurt and then swiped the tears from her eyes. “That was wonderful!  How in the world did you learn it so fast?”
 
   “I had good students,” Irvin said, smiling at the kids with pride, and the returning smiles told her exactly where Irvin stood in their eyes.
 
    
 
   The typewriter sat idle in the corner of the cell. For all the urgings of his head, Andrew’s body simply couldn’t get up the energy to go back to work. He sat, staring at the now-healed scar on his hand as he wondered again about Gabi and Antonio. They were back at the center he was sure. And at the moment, there was little he wouldn’t have given to be there with them.
 
   “Dear Lord, please…,” he whispered to the emptiness around him as he put his head back on the cold, cinderblock wall and closed his eyes. “Please. I’m asking here…”
 
    
 
   “Mr. Clark?” Bryan’s said secretary through the intercom.
 
   “Yes, Laura?” he asked, absently scanning the books for any precedent he could conceivably use in Andrew’s defense.
 
   “Judge Carson’s on the phone, Sir.”
 
    
 
   “Did you really like it?” Irvin who had taken up a seat on a high stool next to her desk asked as she rifled through papers trying to get reacquainted with her world.
 
   “Like it?” she asked, laughing. “I loved it. It was amazing, Irvin. In fact, I was wondering. What would you think if we used it for the Christmas play?”
 
   He laughed. “Yeah right.”
 
   “I’m not kidding. I think it’s exactly what we need,” she said, and then she looked right at him. “What do you think, Mr. Thompson? Do you think you can handle putting on a real performance for a real, live audience?”
 
   The smile that spread across his face at that moment more than answered her question. “Yeah, I think I could handle that.”
 
    
 
   “Clark.” The guard unlocked the cell door, and Andrew let one leg slide off the mattress with a thunk.
 
   “What’s up?” Andrew asked barely able to get up enough energy to even ask the question.
 
   “It’s your lucky day, Clark. You’ve just been sprung.”
 
    
 
   “You going home?” Irvin asked as he walked the two of them to her car.
 
   “Yeah, Antonio’s had a big day. I think he needs a good night’s sleep,” Gabi said, and truth be told so did she.
 
   “You talk to Mr. C recently?” he asked, obviously not wanting to make her feel uncomfortable but wanting to know all the same.
 
   “Yeah, he’s doing okay,” she said, dodging the deeper parts of that subject.
 
   “That’s good.” He nodded. “Tell him I said hi when you see him again.”
 
   “I’ll do that.” At her car, she unlocked and opened the passenger door. “Jump in, Antonio.”
 
   “Bye, Irvin,” Antonio said, waving at Irvin before jumping into the seat.
 
   “Bye, Antonio.” Irvin waved back at the little boy. Gabi slammed the door, and Irvin walked with her to the other side of the car — imminently more protective now than he had ever been before. “If you need anything, Miss T, I’m here.”
 
   Gabi stopped and looked at him, and her heart knew it was always worth it to love a child. “Thanks, Irvin. That really means a lot to me.” She reached over to hug him. “Thanks for everything. I’m really proud of you.”
 
   “It’s good to have you back, Miss T.”
 
   “It’s good to be back.”
 
    
 
   In what seemed like two seconds, Andrew was sitting in Bryan’s car — dazed and thoroughly confused.
 
   “Is this for real?” he asked again as he looked around him at the city streets and buildings still unable to believe that he wasn’t just going to the courthouse again.
 
   “Yeah, little brother, it’s for real,” Bryan said, and happiness spilled into his voice. The black sports car roared to life. “So, where to?”
 
   “Uh,” Andrew said, wishing his mind would function again. “The center I guess? I need to pick up Antonio.”
 
   For a moment he sat in silence taking it all in, then suddenly his hands shot out from his sides almost without him willing them to. “I’m free!”
 
    
 
   Gabi unlocked her apartment door and held it ajar for Antonio.
 
   “What sounds good for supper?” She did a mental checklist of what was in the cabinets. They’d have to go shopping tomorrow night because there wasn’t much left.
 
   “Pizza!” Antonio ran past her into the apartment.
 
   “Pizza?” she asked in concern. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Pizza! Pizza! Pizza!” He raced around the coffee table in circles.
 
   “Well, you sure are feeling better,” she said, and there was no regret in that statement. “Okay. Pizza it is. What kind do you want?”
 
   “Pepperoni!”
 
    
 
   There wasn’t a car to be seen in the entire parking lot when they pulled up.
 
   Andrew glanced at his watch. “Crud. I didn’t realize it was so late. Gabi must’ve gone home already.”
 
   “Well then, we’ll just go to her place.” Bryan spun the wheel and headed out of the parking lot.
 
   “Uh, only one problem, Bry.” Andrew let his gaze go over to his brother. “I don’t know where she lives.”
 
   “Well, that’s not a problem, little bro because I do. Just sit back and enjoy the ride.” 
 
    
 
   “Gabi, I’m hungry,” Antonio whined as he dragged himself forlornly into the kitchen.
 
   “Well, I’m sorry, Buddy. You’re just going to have to be patient,” she said, “the pizza should be here soon. Why don’t you go wash up, and then we’ll set the table?”
 
   “Okay.” Somehow his energy returned, and Gabi shook her head and smiled. What a sweet, little boy. She loved him so very much.
 
    
 
   “Wow. I’m nervous,” Andrew whispered as they made their way up the narrow, wooden staircase. 
 
   Bryan just smiled back at him. “Here it is.” He pointed to the door in front of them. “You want to knock or should I?”
 
   Andrew took a deep breath to steady himself as his heart threatened to pitch him headlong back down those stairs. Then he swallowed that and nodded. “I will.”
 
    
 
   At the first sound of the knock, Gabi set the plates on the table and grabbed her purse from the cabinet. “Antonio, pizza’s here.” 
 
   “Pizza!” Antonio yelled as he dashed in from the bathroom, and Gabi laughed as he bounced past her to the door. 
 
   She pulled her wallet out and knew with one glance they were in trouble. The ten she was expecting to be there was nowhere to be seen. Where would she have put it? Her concern mounted as she heard Antonio open the door around the corner of the kitchen.  
 
   “That’s odd,” she muttered to herself digging in the extra compartment. “I know it was here this after…”
 
   “Andrew!” Antonio gasped.
 
   “Andrew?” Gabi asked in confusion as she rounded the corner, and in one instant her world stopped dead. 
 
   There, standing in her doorway, looking more handsome than he had in any fantasy she had dreamed up was Andrew Clark holding, hugging, and obviously not wanting to ever put down the little boy who clung to him just as frantically.
 
   “What…?” she asked, trying to figure out how this was possible. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “The assistant DA came forward.” Bryan beamed from ear to ear as he watched the reunion that was in-progress.
 
   “Came forward?” Gabi asked, the reality of having Andrew standing here in her living room erasing all logical thought from her mind. “What does that mean?”
 
   “He was ‘anonymous’,” Bryan said, laying the final piece of the puzzle down for her to see.
 
   She stared at Andrew in disbelief. “So, you’re… out?” 
 
   “I’m out.” Andrew grinned at her as he clutched the little boy to him, savoring the words. “I’m free!”
 
   Gabi wanted to run and jump into his arms too, but something kept her feet planted on the floor. This was their moment — theirs — not hers.
 
   “Did someone order a pizza?” a young man asked suddenly appearing on her landing behind Bryan.
 
   “Oh, uh. Yeah. I did,” Gabi said as the gears of her brain jerked forward, stopped and then jerked forward again. Then she looked down at her purse, remembering she didn’t have the money to pay for her order. “Just… Just a second. I think I have the money in the other room.”
 
   Quickly she escaped into her bedroom, trying to keep her mind on the search and off of the people currently in her living room. He was out, and he was here, her mind screamed at her as she dug through one drawer and then another. There had to be some money somewhere. 
 
   She slammed that drawer and looked around the room — the nightstand. She went over to it and slid the drawer open. Most of the money there was change, but finally she scraped together $8.95 just as she heard the front door close.
 
   “Sorry, it took me so long,” she said, running back out into the living room as she recounted the coins in her hands. But when she looked up, the pizza guy was gone, and three smiles beamed back at her.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Gabi,” Bryan said, replacing his wallet. “Supper’s on me.”
 
   “Oh. You didn’t have to do that, Bryan,” she said as wave after wave of embarrassment washed over her. “I could have gotten it.”
 
   “I wanted to,” he said simply, and she ducked to hide the heat creeping up her cheeks.
 
   “Pizza!” Antonio rocked back and forth in Andrew’s arms. “Pizza!  Pizza!  Pizza!”
 
   Andrew and Bryan laughed as Gabi fought to find a way to right her world or even to make sense of it.
 
   “How about we feed this hungry boy!” Andrew said, looking at Gabi as if she had lost her last marble.
 
   “Oh, y-yeah. Sure.” She willed her mind to work as she looked down at the change in her hand. “Um, just let me put this away.”
 
   “Pizza! Pizza!” Antonio said again as Gabi disappeared into her room. 
 
   How could this be happening? she asked herself over and over again. How could Andrew be standing here in her living room? This had to be a dream. That was all there was to it. But the second she stepped back into the kitchen, she knew it was no dream. 
 
   There he sat with Bryan at one elbow and Antonio perched happily on his lap, and in spite of everything she smiled at the picture they made. Right had never looked quite so perfect.
 
    
 
   “Come on and join us, Gabi.” Bryan waved her over, and the second he looked up, Andrew’s heart felt ready to burst. She was here, and this was really happening. What he wanted to do as he watched her cross the kitchen was take her into his arms and never let her go. But there would be time for that later. Now was the time to enjoy his son again.
 
    
 
   Gabi took a slice of pizza from the box carefully although she knew there was no way she would ever be able to eat it. The nerves in her stomach were balled up leaving no room for anything else. She took one nibble, pulled her foot up to the chair with her, and forced herself to breathe.
 
    
 
   “So, how was school today, Antonio?” Andrew asked, purposely keeping his focus away from the beauty sitting right next to him.
 
   Antonio’s eyes widened as he munched on the pizza. “Irvin came!” 
 
   “Irvin?” Andrew asked, puzzled.
 
   “Yeah, I think he was the teacher while Gabi was gone.”
 
   “Irvin?” Andrew repeated, looking at Antonio for another second and then over to her.
 
   “Yeah.” Curled there, she looked like the epitome of beauty. “Wait ‘til you see what he’s done since you’ve been gone.”
 
    
 
   And in one breath she realized that now he could come back and be with her in the class, and that thought sent what was left of her sanity sailing out the window.
 
   “Irvin?” Andrew asked, never losing the amazement.
 
   “He’s gonna do the Christmas play with us,” Antonio said as his first piece of pizza disappeared. “Isn’t that right, Gabi?”
 
   All she could do was nod. So many things to talk about, so many bridges that had been crossed in his absence. She wondered how he didn’t feel what she did — completely overwhelmed.
 
    
 
   “Well, it looks like I’ve got a lot of catching up to do,” Andrew said, smiling and hugging Antonio to him. The prospect of returning to a real life was even better than he could ever have imagined.
 
    
 
   In no time at all the pizza was gone, and Antonio’s little frame was slumped against Andrew’s chest as though it had never left.
 
   “Well,” Andrew sighed, not wanting to leave, but knowing he needed to get the little boy home and into bed, “thanks for the pizza.”
 
   “No problem,” Gabi said softly. It was odd how normal it now felt to have the three of them in her apartment.
 
   “I think we’d better be heading out,” Andrew said, looking at Bryan who nodded.
 
   “Yeah. I need to be getting home, too.” Bryan stood from the table as Andrew stood, resettling the little boy in his arms.
 
   “Oh,” Gabi said with a start, suddenly realizing that Antonio would be going with Andrew. She jumped up. “I... um... let me… get his things.” And with that she left them standing in her kitchen. 
 
   Things, she thought as she looked around her bedroom. Antonio’s things.
 
   “Um… clothes.” She went over to the closet and pulled out the outfits they had bought together. “Toothbrush.” Dashing into the bathroom, she pulled the little toothbrush from the holder as ache clawed up her heart and into her throat. “Socks. Underwear.” She willed the hurt and the tears away from her as she threw his things into the little suitcase. “Um, shoes...”
 
    
 
   “I still can’t believe this is really happening,” Andrew whispered, hugging Antonio tighter, and Bryan smiled.
 
   “Believe it, little brother. You won.”
 
    
 
   “I think that’s it,” Gabi said, striding into the living room carrying the suitcase and willing her hand and her voice not to shake as she handed the bag to Bryan. She kept her gaze away from the others because she knew she would lose it if she didn’t. “Um, I put his bath toys in a plastic bag, and his toothbrush is along the side.”
 
    
 
   “Okay.” Andrew nodded as he tried to follow her instructions and keep his mind off her standing right next to him. He wanted to hug her more than life itself.
 
    
 
   “If I find anything else, I’ll bring it to you,” she said as her words tumbled out of her mouth in a vain attempt to keep the hurt from catching up with her. She looked around the room — anything to keep herself from looking at Andrew and little bundle he carried. “Umm. Oh. Here’s his coat. It’s probably cold out.” In one swipe she picked up the little coat and laid it over the top of the figure sleeping on Andrew’s shoulder. “Take care of him.” Putting her hand on the child’s back, she looked at Antonio, and in that heartbeat the hurt caught up with her. She shook her head to keep it from taking over.
 
   “I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Andrew said gently, and Gabi nodded afraid to trust her voice. “Thanks, Gabi.”
 
   “Yeah,” she squeaked out, “anytime.”
 
   “I’ll see ya tomorrow?”
 
   She simply nodded as her heart broke inside her.
 
   “Well, we’d better get going,” Bryan said, and Andrew nodded.
 
   “Take care, Gabi.”
 
   “I will,” she said, the words barely finding the air, and with that they were gone.
 
   Closing the door, she reached up and slid the dead bolts into place, and then reluctantly she turned back to the empty apartment. He was gone. They were gone. Tears reached up and stung her eyes and nose. She swiped at them, but they were going nowhere. 
 
   Antonio was better off with Andrew, she told herself as the first tear wound its way down her cheek. He was only hers on loan, but even as she told herself that, she knew that nothing she could tell herself would ever make the ache go away.
 
   She had just lost another little boy, and that realization ripped her heart out as the remaining shreds began to bleed uncontrollably.
 
    
 
   “I wanna kiss Gabi,” the tiny little voice said from the midst of the pillows when they were back home.
 
   “It’s okay, little guy.” Andrew tucked the child in tighter. “We’ll see Gabi tomorrow. Here, why don’t you scoot over, and I’ll stay out here ‘til you fall asleep?”
 
   Antonio laid his head in Andrew’s arm and looked up at him. “Gabi’s nice.”
 
   “Yes, she is,” Andrew agreed, seeing her face again as they left. His heart broke for her at the memory. 
 
   “She’s a good mommy,” Antonio said as he drifted out.
 
   “I’m sure she is,” Andrew said, noticing the little eyelids drooping closed.
 
   “I wish she was my mommy.” And then Antonio drifted off into dreamland. 
 
   Andrew smiled. “I hear you, Buddy. I hear you.”
 
   


 
  




Chapter 22
 
    
 
   Gabi pulled her coat closer around her to block out the swirling wind. Her head hurt from too much crying, and little, tiny drops of blood still dripped from the hole in her heart. As she climbed the steps and unlocked the heavy door, she could feel the little hand that was no longer in hers, and she knew no matter how long she lived, life would never be the same again.
 
    
 
   “Where’re we going?” Antonio asked, bouncing in his seat in awe as they drove past the tall buildings.
 
   “I thought you might like to see where I used to work,” Andrew said as his body navigated the car without any help from his brain.
 
   “Oh, boy!” Antonio said, and there was no holding back the smile that Andrew felt throughout his entire being at that moment.
 
    
 
   “Shaniquille, sit down,” Gabi said in total frustration. Why did everything feel so incredibly off? It was like the world had tilted and dumped her into another dimension. 
 
   “But I just wanted to show Bobby…”
 
   “I said, ‘Sit Down!’” Gabi almost yelled as she worked to shore up the rapidly crumbling dam inside her head, which wasn’t working at all. “Now!”
 
    
 
   The elevator doors slid open, and with Antonio by his side, Andrew stepped out into the newsroom.
 
   “Andrew!” someone called from the copy machine, and instantly every reporter and copy boy in the entire place looked up and began cheering.
 
   Andrew waved to them with a bit of embarrassment, but for all their adulation, the smile on Antonio’s face was the only thing that actually made its way to his heart. Stories would come and go. These people cheering him on right now would be first in line to knock him down to get to the next big, breaking story, but Antonio’s smile would be there no matter what. Stories or no stories.
 
   “Hey, Andrew.” Rob stepped up with outstretched hand to greet him. “What a story…” But just then he caught sight of Antonio. He checked his words twice before he spoke again. “And who is this?” As he sat on his feet to get a better look, astonishment was evident in every movement.
 
   “Rob, this is Antonio. Antonio, Rob,” Andrew said, and when Antonio reached his little hand out, Andrew’s heart almost burst with pride. 
 
   “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Antonio.” Rob took the child’s hand in his own and shook it.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Antonio said, and Rob smiled with even more astonishment as he stood to face Andrew again.
 
   “Cute kid.”
 
   “Thanks,” Andrew said. “So is Bill in?”
 
   “Yeah, I think he’s in his office.”
 
   “K.” Andrew exhaled to regroup his courage. “Do you mind watching Antonio for a minute?”
 
   “Sure.” Rob looked down at the child and took him from Andrew. “Come here, Antonio. You ever play on a computer before?”
 
   Andrew watched as Rob took Antonio over to his desk, and without even being able to hear anything they said, he knew Antonio was working his magic on Rob’s heart just as he had his own.
 
    
 
   As the kids colored quietly, Gabi looked at the clock again. It had been more than twelve hours since they’d walked out her door, and although her head said they’d be here anytime now, her heart warned her not to get her hopes up. 
 
   Maybe Andrew had decided not to come back. After all he had a job at the newspaper that he hadn’t been to in more than a month. But what had he done with Antonio? Surely he would keep bringing the little boy to the center.
 
   It was then that she remembered where Andrew lived, and the thought hit her that it would be much simpler for him to just take Antonio to one of the daycare centers on that side of town. There was no reason to keep coming back here. No reason at all.
 
    
 
   “So, how does it feel to be a free man?” Bill asked, leaning back in his chair.
 
   Andrew smiled. “Wonderful.” 
 
   Bill smiled as well and nodded. “Well, I’m glad things worked out.”
 
   “So am I,” Andrew said, searching for the words to say what he had come to say. “Umm, listen…”
 
   “So, when are you coming back to work?” Bill asked, breaking into Andrew’s racing thoughts before he could get them to line up.
 
   Andrew dropped his eyes and gathered his courage before looking back at Bill. “That’s what I came to talk about.”
 
    
 
   Somehow a miracle had occurred, and all the children were on their blankets asleep. She had no idea how that had happened. As Gabi looked out across them, her heart filled with ache again. She wished with everything she had that she could simply curl up with them and make the world go away. It had been hard enough to lose Andrew, but losing Antonio too was all but unbearable. 
 
   And as the first tear slid down her cheek, she knew it was useless to stop them. So instead of fighting, she simply let the pull of the desktop take her head.
 
    
 
   As he yanked the heavy door open, Andrew knew he was finally home. 
 
   “Are we going to go see Gabi?” Antonio asked, his excitement bubbling over as he hopped, skipped, and jumped to keep up with Andrew.
 
   “Yeah,” Andrew said, realizing his own excitement was evident even in the single word. He could see that the lights were off in the room, and he knew without checking a clock it was nap time. “But we have to be quiet. They’re sleeping.”
 
   “Okay,” Antonio whispered as if they were breaking into Fort Knox.
 
   Softly Andrew opened the door, being very careful not to wake anyone, and for a moment, he thought she must not even be here. But then he saw the beautiful waterfall of hair cascading across the desk, and he smiled.
 
   This time he was determined — the butterfly would not flit from his grasp again.
 
    
 
   The tears were coming slower now, and she sniffed the last of them away. It still hurt, but somehow she had to find a way to go on. Somehow…
 
   “Gabi,” the little voice wove its way into her head, and for a second she thought she must be dreaming. “Gabi?”
 
   When she peeled her eyes opened and looked up, she had to blink twice to make sure they were really there, standing there,— looking down at her — smiling.
 
   “What? Oh, my…!” she gasped, totally forgetting the sleeping children. In less than a heartbeat she was out of the chair, on her knees hugging the little boy to her. “Oh, Antonio! I missed you so much!”
 
    
 
   Andrew watched them together, and he knew with everything he had that Antonio was right. Gabi was a very good mother, and they belonged together — all three of them.
 
    
 
   “But how?” she asked, standing and wiping at the tears as her eyes searched his for an answer.
 
   “We’re back.” Andrew looked right at her, one side of his smile going up. “If you’ll have us.”
 
   For the first time in her life, she didn’t fight it. She simply let the hope flood through her as she stepped over and into his arms.
 
   “I love you, Gabi,” he breathed into her hair as she clung to him. “I always have, and I always will.”
 
   She held him for a few more seconds willing herself to never forget a single thing about this moment, and then she pulled away enough to look at him. “Wait. What do you mean, you’re back?” 
 
   “Well, I talked to Bill this morning, and as of right now I’m unemployed.” Andrew watched for her reaction. “I was kinda hoping there might be an opening here.”
 
   And with that remaining pieces of the dam in her heart crumbled.
 
    
 
   He was there with her through music time and story time, but when Irvin showed up, Andrew said he had some business to take care of.
 
   “No problem, Mr. C,” Irvin said solidly. “I’ve got it all under control.”
 
   And Andrew had no doubt that it was true.
 
   “I’ll be back,” he said to Gabi as Irvin left them alone at the door.  She smiled at him with such love that he knew in his heart he had made the right decision.
 
   “Hurry back,” she said softly, and he winked at her just as Irvin corralled the students into the corner to get clay.
 
   “I will,” he said, and for one brief moment he hugged her to him, and then he was gone.
 
    
 
   “Now, I know what you’re going to say, Jerry.” Andrew paced the tiny room in two strides. “There’s not enough money to hire me on permanently, but I’m willing to work for nothing — for a while anyway — until we get this whole thing up and running.”
 
   “Andrew.” Jerry shook his head with amusement. “Sit down, Son.”
 
   And Andrew obeyed, still feeling like a caged animal. Once in the chair, he summoned his courage and looked at Jerry. “Just give me a chance, Jerr. I know I can make a difference. Please.”
 
   Jerry smiled and shook his head. “I’ll give you more than that.” Reaching into his desk, he pulled out a stack of papers and slid them across the desk to Andrew.
 
   “What’s this?” Andrew asked as his brow knotted.
 
   “Open them,” Jerry said, barely containing his smile as Andrew picked up the top letter and spun it in his hands.
 
   Slowly he took one more look at Jerry and then opened the envelope. He held it out and willed his eyes to focus.
 
   “’Dear Sir or Madam’,” he read slowly. “’It is with great pleasure that the Coleman Foundation has decided to award your organization a grant of $10,000.’  $10,000? Jerry, that’s awesome!”
 
   “Keep reading.” Sitting back, Jerry nodded to indicate the remaining letters in the stack, and Andrew immediately grabbed another one.
 
   “’Dear Sir or Madam, Recently we saw the articles about your organization in the newspaper, and we at The Vaden Society would like to help. Enclosed is a check for $7,000. We hope it will be of assistance.”
 
   Andrew looked up, but no words would come.
 
   “They’re all like that,” Jerry said, still unable to believe it himself. “Grants, donations, offers. that stack alone is worth almost $50,000, and I have two more stacks just like it in my drawer.”
 
   Astonishment barreled into him as Andrew’s eyes went wide. “You mean...?”
 
   “Yes, Andrew. The center is in business again — permanently,” Jerry said, and Andrew ducked his head trying to keep the tears of joy from overflowing. This was too incredible. Things like this just didn’t happen. Not in the real world. “But there’s only one problem.”
 
   Of course, there had to be a catch. 
 
   He cleared his throat as he looked up from the letter he held. “Problem?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jerry said as he folded his hands in front of him. “You see, Andrew, I’m not as young as I used to be, and well, I don’t really have the energy to keep a place like this going anymore.”
 
   Andrew’s heart hit his shoes — surely after all they had been through Jerry wouldn’t just throw in the towel now.
 
   “However, I have been thinking about hiring someone on to run things in my place,” Jerry said, watching the young man in front of him carefully. “You wouldn’t know where I could find anyone who’d be interested in long hours, writing a lot of grant proposals, and dealing with tons of kids, now would you?”
 
   It took everything he had not to jump out of the chair.
 
   “Are you serious?” he asked, eyeing Jerry in disbelief and willing himself to stay calm.
 
   “Yes, Andrew, I’m very serious. When would you like to start?”
 
   “I… uh… now.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, Miss T,” Irvin said, taking hold of her shoulders, “you stand here.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, not wholly sure she could comply without asking a few more questions.
 
   “Now, here’s your script.” Irvin handed her a set of papers.
 
   Her eyebrows arched. “My script?”
 
   “Yeah. I wrote it last night. Now, I want you to just say it for now. You’ll have to memorize it by the actual play of course.”
 
   Gabi looked at him in amazement. She had created a monster.
 
    
 
   “I heard you were writing grant proposals in jail,” Jerry said as Andrew sorted the letters in front of him. 
 
   He shrugged. “There wasn’t much else to do.”
 
   “Gabi told me you were also working on some sort of a plan?”
 
   “Oh. Yeah. I forgot.” Instantly forgetting about the stacks of letters, Andrew jumped as if jolted by a 120 outlet. “I can show it to you if you’d like.”
 
   “I’d like.”
 
    
 
   “You know I was thinking maybe we could use the stage in the gym for the play,” Irvin said, sitting on his perch by her desk after most of the children had left.
 
   “Ugh.” Gabi wrinkled her nose. “That thing is horrible.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Well, yeah, now it is, but I don’t think it would take all that much to get it into shape.”
 
   “I don’t know, Irvin,” she said, shaking her head, already tired at the thought of the project. “I kinda thought we’d just have it in the main lobby.”
 
   “No. Not enough seating.”
 
   “Oh? How many are you expecting?” she asked, trying not to sound amused.
 
   “I don’t know — three or four hundred,” he said without a trace of sarcasm, and Gabi almost choked on her own air.
 
   “Irvin, I’m not so sure,” she started just as her door flew open and Andrew practically floated in.
 
   “You are never going to believe this!” he said, his feet more propelling him than walking.
 
   Gabi gasped in surprise. “Andrew? Have you lost your…?”
 
   He threw both hands out in triumph. “I’m staying!” 
 
   “Staying?” she asked in whiplashing disbelief.
 
   “Meet the new Director of Services of the Pat McCullough Youth Center.”
 
   “The what?” she asked in disbelief. “You’re kidding.”
 
   “I am not kidding.” He grinned at her as Irvin jumped off his chair to congratulate him.
 
   “In that case, you’re just the person I’ve been needing to talk to.” Irvin extended his hand. “Do you have a minute, Mr. Clark? There’s a matter that we need to discuss.”
 
   Andrew arched an eyebrow at him and then at Gabi who smiled and hiked a shoulder. “Sure, Irvin. I’ve got all the time in the world. What’s up?”
 
    
 
   The world was completely dark by the time they walked together out to her car.
 
   “So, what do you think?” Andrew asked as he locked the door behind them, the keys for his new job ringing in his hand.
 
   “I think I never thought I’d see you so happy about staying,” she said teasingly. “But I’m glad you are.”
 
   “So am I.” Without questioning it, he put his arm around her and took Antonio’s hand. 
 
   “Does this mean you won’t be helping out in the four-year-old classroom anymore?” she asked, her steps ducking and dodging next to his.
 
   “Not as much,” he said, and there was a hint of reluctance there, “but I hear the teacher in there is great. I’m sure she’s more than capable of handling it.”
 
   She smiled at that.
 
   “And I promise I’ll come by as often as I can,” he said softly, ducking closer to her ear as they reached her car.
 
   At the car she turned to him. “Congratulations, Andrew.” Then she caught sight of Antonio. “Now, listen. You take care of Andrew, okay?” She opened her arms, and the child stepped into them.
 
   “I love you, Gabi,” the little voice whispered.
 
   “I love you, too, Antonio,” she said, and then she stood. “Drive carefully.”
 
   Andrew nodded wishing with everything he had that he could just invite her to come home with him. But he couldn’t, and he knew it. He watched her get into the car and drive away.
 
   “Well, we’d better get home,” he said willing himself to be excited again, but watching the other half of your soul drive off could sap the excitement out of anyone.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t love that was hard, Gabi decided as she looked around the quiet apartment, the hard part was letting go. Antonio’s sweet, little voice rang in her ears, and she smiled through the tears. But even letting go was worth it when the prize was loving a beautiful, little child.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Yes, I’d like an estimate for 20 gallons of Number A 17 Eggshell white.” Andrew looked across the desk at Irvin who sat with a checklist of supplies and a budget proposal. “Great. Thanks.”
 
   He hung up the phone.
 
   “$500,” Andrew said as he made his own note.
 
   “K. So, if we can get volunteers to help do the work, we can come in just under $1,000 for the whole thing,” Irvin said, tallying the numbers carefully. “So, what do you say, Mr. C? Can we do it?”
 
   Andrew nodded. “If you can find the volunteers, I think we can swing it.”
 
   “Cool.”
 
   


 
  




Chapter 23
 
    
 
   “I need another gallon over here,” James called from the ladder high up in the rafters of the gym’s stage.
 
   “I’m coming,” Irvin called back as he lugged a five gallon bucket over to the paint pan.
 
   “How’s this, Irvin?” Tonika asked as she covered the existing graffiti in eggshell white.
 
   “Beautiful,” Irvin said, smiling at her, “just like you.”
 
   She smiled back at him as if in total love.
 
   “Hey, Irvin, what do you want to do with this?” Bryan walked up with an ancient scale model of a World War II plane that was practically falling apart and seemed to be covered with at least ten years of dust. 
 
   “I don’t know.” Irvin shrugged. “Uh. I guess put it in the junk pile.” 
 
   “Junk? Are you kidding?” Bryan asked in horror and disbelief. “How about I take it off your hands for say $25?”
 
   “$25? You’ve got a deal.” Irvin accepted the money and clipped the cash Bryan to the clipboard he held.
 
   “Hey, Greg,” Bryan called, walking away with his prize, “look what I got!”
 
    
 
   Andrew watched her slowly layering the paint on at his feet, and his mind began to travel to different galaxies with her in his arms.  He thought about the last week. Being around her again was pure heaven although he still wasn’t sure she felt the same. She wasn’t as distant anymore, but she did seem very, very sad, and that hurt his heart. He never wanted her to be sad again.
 
   “Hey, watch it!” she said suddenly covering her head with her arms, and when he looked down, all he could do was laugh. In all his fantasies he had never pictured her striped.
 
   “Sorry.” He reached for the towels. “Here, let me get that.”
 
   But the moment his hand touched her hair, the only thing he could think about was running his fingers through that hair forever.
 
   “Gabi,” he breathed as she stood and put her hand on his to take the towel from him.  His eyes absorbed the simple beauty of her — the hair, the eyes, and the face that he had fallen so in love with as she leaned against a tree in the park.  “Did I ever tell you how beautiful you are?”
 
   She smiled up at him without saying a word, and suddenly as he looked down at her, he could no longer resist the temptation of her lips. In one heartbeat, he pulled her into his arms, and his lips found hers — paintbrushes totally forgotten.
 
   “Hey!  Hey!  Hey!” Irvin suddenly materialized behind them. “Am I gonna have to be a chaperone, too? Come on, you two! Break it up already!”
 
   Andrew released her, laughing, and she ducked her head in embarrassment. 
 
   “You’re supposed to be painting, remember?” Irvin said in his best teacher voice.
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Andrew said, saluting him. “Sorry, Sir. We won’t let it happen again, Sir.”
 
   Irvin shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Teachers,” he said barely containing the laughter in his voice. Then he stopped laughing and became serious. “By the way Mr. C, Tonika was wondering where you’re gonna take us.” 
 
    
 
   “Take you?” Andrew asked as Gabi resumed her painting without ever taking her ears off the conversation above her.
 
   “Yeah, you know. Wednesday’s the third. That’ll be a month.” 
 
   “Oh, yeah. Of course.” Andrew smiled. “How does Friday night work for you two? That way I can keep Gabi out past midnight.”
 
   “Me?” she asked, jerking to look up at them.
 
   “Yes you.” Andrew grinned down at her. “You didn’t think we’d go without you, did you?”
 
   “Oh. Uh. Well, no,” she said as she returned her gaze to the wall in front of her and tried to focus on painting instead of on the thundering of her heart. “I guess not.”
 
   The conversation continued above her, but Gabi didn’t hear any of it. Andrew was taking Irvin and his girlfriend out to a fancy restaurant, and he wanted her to go with them? She tried to wrap her mind around that information, but it wasn’t working. 
 
   “Okay.” Irvin morphed back into his commander role. He was getting good at that. “But I don’t want to see anymore funny business over here. Got it?”
 
   “Aye, Aye, Captain.” Andrew saluted him again, and Irvin left to supervise someone else.  Bending down to get more paint, Andrew leaned closer to her, and suddenly she didn’t even trust her own good sense. “Don’t tell Irvin this, but we’ve got reservations Friday at La Chateau de la Flours.”
 
   And with that he stood and resumed his painting above her. But Gabi’s mind had suddenly spun in a trillion different directions, and not one of them had anything to do with painting. 
 
   Was he crazy? de al Flours!  That was the fanciest hotel in the whole city!  One meal there cost as much as she had ever spent on an entire outfit, and those you could enjoy more than once.  She needed to talk to him, to tell him how crazy this was — she had to.
 
   “Mr. C,” Irvin called from the other side of the gym, “our new recruits are here.”
 
   She looked across the gym to where Irvin stood, and all thoughts of the restaurant ceased. Standing next to him were at least thirty people — all decked out in faded jeans and t-shirts.  Mr. Harwood, Mrs. Phelps, and a myriad of students she only barely recognized from the center.
 
   Disbelief was becoming her best friend, and Gabi shook her head in amazement as she watched Andrew stride over to help Irvin greet the new “help.” If there was anything he couldn’t do, she didn’t know what it would be.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Most of her clothes were scattered across the bed, the floor, the chairs, and every other conceivable spot in the room. She tried to remember where the last week had gone, but it was only a blur of little kids, dust, and paint. As if 12 and 14 hour days weren’t enough, now they had conned her into helping with the renovations of the old stage. Truth be told, it really did look amazing, and she was really proud of Irvin and Andrew. Together they made an almost unstoppable team. 
 
   But all the hours spent at the center hadn’t given her much time to get ready for Friday, and suddenly it was Friday, and she was standing in her room with nothing to wear and no time to do anything about that. They would be here in less than ten minutes.
 
   “Okay, Gabi, get a grip,” she said to the empty room as she looked around in frustration. “There has to be something here.”
 
   She rifled through the clothes stacked on the chair on more time, and finally grabbed one outfit that wasn’t absolutely horrible and went to put it on.
 
    
 
   “Come on, Mr. C, you can tell us now,” Irvin whined from the backseat. “I mean it’s not like we’re not gonna find out anyway.”
 
   “Well, that’s good because I’m getting tired of hearing you whine.” Andrew smiled at him in the mirror. “You just gotta have some faith, Irvin.”
 
   “Faith? Is that what they call this?” Irvin breathed, rolling his eyes, and Andrew laughed.
 
   They pulled up next to Gabi’s apartment building, and Andrew killed the car motor.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” he said, hopping out and grabbing the single rose from the passenger’s seat.
 
   “Don’t get lost up there,” Irvin called.
 
    
 
   Well, she was as ready as she’d ever be Gabi thought taking one more look in the mirror just as the knock sounded on her door.
 
   “This is it,” she said softly, and with one more look, she walked to the door. 
 
   With her hand on the knob, she exhaled once more to calm her nerves, and then she yanked the door open.  But in the breath of second her whole world fell dissolved, and all she saw was him — a single red rose in hand, dark gray suit, white shirt, gray and blue striped tie, and those amazing green eyes.
 
   “Hi,” he said as pure joy washed over his face and splashed in his eyes. His gaze traveled up and down her long, flowing skirt, and the white poet shirt she wore. “You look beautiful.”
 
   She looked down at herself, and the spell was broken. She wished again for something better to wear, and suddenly her nerves took over. Here he was looking unbelievably incredible, and she was sure in that moment she was no competition for any other woman he’d ever taken to de la Flours. They were surely stylish and perfect. She was just three stone’s throws from the trash heap. “I uh, wasn’t sure. I mean… maybe... umm…” She pointed behind her back to the bedroom as the nerves took over all of her senses. “I could go change.”
 
   “Gabi.” Like a gentle breeze he stepped into the room toward her, and she stopped her rambling and looked at him, fighting the hope that tried to take hold of her heart. It was like looking into the bottom of a lake and seeing only love reflected there. “I said you look beautiful, and I meant it.”
 
   Receiving compliments was not in her repertoire. Dropping her gaze to their feet, she swallowed. “Thank you.”
 
   “Oh. This is for you.” He held out the rose to her, and she took it as though it might break.
 
   “Thanks. It’s really… beautiful. Uh, I think I’ll just go put it in some… water,” she stumbled, willing her mind to work, but he was so close, and the scent of him and the way he looked were sending her senses whirling like dandelion fuzz on the wind.
 
   On unsteady legs, she walked to the kitchen, found a glass, filled it with water, and put the rose into it with care. It really was beautiful, she thought staring at it for only a moment more. Slowly she reached out and touched one soft petal. She could feel the beauty of it enter her heart, and she wished with everything she had that she could be just like this incredible flower. One perfect rose.  
 
   Suddenly she sensed him standing right behind her, and she turned, embarrassed for her thoughts.  
 
   “I’m..,” She began searching for something brilliant to say as she found herself staring at the expanse of his shoulders, unable to look up at him lest she fall and never be able to right herself again. “Umm. Are the kids in the car?”
 
   If she could just get control… Then as a signal that she knew him asking her along on the occasion meant nothing, she took a giant leap and willed herself to look up at him. But his eyes had turned to liquid as he stood there not moving just watching her, and suddenly her heart wanted very much for this night to mean something.
 
   But it didn’t, and she needed to remember that.
 
   “What?” she asked in desperation as she felt his gaze go right through her into her soul. “What’s wrong?”
 
   His gaze intensified. “I just need to get something straight before we go,” he said, and for all the screaming of her mind, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from his. “I don’t want this to be two teachers taking out two students tonight. As far as I’m concerned, I want this to be a date. A real date.”
 
   A real date? her mind screamed as her nerves ratcheted up several notches so they were zinging through her with incredible velocity. She couldn’t breathe. She had thought about this moment many times, and yet she had never truly thought it would happen. But here he was, asking her on a date, and for all the screeching in her head, she couldn’t come up with an answer.
 
   “Gabi, I’m asking. Will you go on a date with me?” he asked, his gaze never wavering from hers.
 
   She swallowed and forced herself to remember that he already knew about the dark corners of her past. He knew, and yet he still wanted to go out with her? How was that possible? And then as though it had a will of its own, new understanding crept into her brain. 
 
   This was it. This was what she had wanted for for so long. This was what love really meant. Knowing everything, and loving anyway. And at that moment, as she looked into his never ending eyes, she knew in the depths of her being that she loved this man. She loved Andrew Clark.
 
   “Yes,” she said simply. “I’ll go out with you, Andrew.”
 
   For one brief second, she thought he might cry, and then suddenly she was in his arms spinning in the air.
 
   “Finally. I promise you won’t regret this,” he said as she slid back to the earth, but it had no hold on her anymore. She was floating on a cloud, and she never wanted to come down again.
 
    
 
   When the car rounded the final turn, and the passengers in the back saw the hotel wrapped around the end of the block — glittering and luminous against the ebony backdrop of night, and even Gabi was having a hard time containing her excitement. She had never been to a place like this — ever.
 
   “Whoa. That’s La Chateau de la Flours,” Tonika gasped as Gabi listened for their reaction, but Irvin never said anything.
 
   Andrew’s smile could’ve lit up the entire city as he pulled to the front of the building.
 
   “Oh. Mr. C, you’re not serious,” Irvin gasped as Andrew put the car into park, and a parking attendant opened Gabi’s door. “No. Not… No. This has to be some kind of a joke.”
 
   “No, joke.” Andrew extracted himself from the car and pulled the seat forward for the teenagers to exit. 
 
   Gabi herself was having trouble taking it all in as the attendant offered her his hand, and she stepped from the car. The hotel was huge, and as she glanced around, she saw the limousines lining the driveway. This was too incredible to even imagine. Looking over at the kids, she realized her amazement didn’t even come close to Irvin’s. 
 
   He stood stock-still staring in awe at the opulence surrounding them.
 
   “So, what do you think?” Andrew asked, watching Irvin carefully.
 
   “I think you’re outta your mind,” Irvin said, and Andrew laughed.
 
   “Shall we?” he asked, sweeping a hand in front of him, and somehow the three of them got their feet to move.
 
    
 
   It was truly amazing that in the six years she had known him, Gabi had never seen this side of Irvin. He was more than polite — he was practically genteel. Where or when he had learned to be such a gentleman Gabi couldn’t come close to figuring out. But here he was, a kid from the ghetto, pulling the chair out for his date, ordering like a seasoned veteran, and looking as in-place as any millionaire ever could.
 
   “I happened to be in Mr. Richardson’s office the other day, and he mentioned that you were thinking about getting some of the students together for a steering committee,” he said, sounding more like a CEO than a 16-year-old. “Do you think I could get on that committee? I mean I have some ideas that could really take the center to the next level.”
 
    
 
   Andrew smiled at the confident, young man and his lady friend sitting across from him. It was becoming more and more difficult to remember the scruffy-looking kid he’d met that first day in the gym. “Oh? What kind of ideas?” 
 
   “Well, for one thing the gym renovation went so well, I was thinking we could start on the rest of the classrooms down on the south wing. There’s got to be like what, ten rooms down that way, and they aren’t even being used. I was thinking maybe we could set one Saturday a month to renovate some of those rooms.”
 
   “Sounds good. What would you use that space for?”
 
   “Well, the little kids have their space, and the older kids have theirs, but there’s not really anywhere for the elementary and middle school kids to play,” Irvin said, mapping out the plan he clearly had been working on. “I thought we could start with the first two rooms and work our way down. I’ve already worked out some figures on the costs. Maybe we could go over them on Monday.”
 
   Andrew nodded in sheer amazement at how brilliant Irvin was. Where had that brilliance been hiding before?
 
   “What about the Christmas play?” Gabi asked as if suddenly concerned that her assistant was abandoning her.
 
   “Oh, don’t worry about that.” Irvin waved that off as though it was no big deal. “I called today for the spot lights, and I recruited Tonika and several of the other girls to help with the costumes and the invitations.”
 
   “Yeah, Mr. Clark gave us $75, and we got some material at the thrift store,” Tonika said, “and after the play, I think we’ll be able to let the kids have the costumes in the classrooms to play with.”
 
   “And she brought back $6,” Andrew said, nodding as he held a bite of salad on his fork. “You’d be surprised what these people can accomplish when they get the chance.”
 
    
 
   Gabi couldn’t believe her ears — it was hard enough to believe she was actually hearing the kids excited about helping, but to hear Andrew’s obvious admiration of them was simply more than she could ever have hoped for.
 
   “Yeah. Wait ‘til you see what James came up with today,” Irvin said, “it’ll blow you away.”
 
   Too late, Gabi thought, she had been blown away long before now.
 
    
 
   The dinner was over, the plates had been cleared away, and at some point the lights had dimmed considerably. It was clear as she looked at the two young people seated across from her that the entire evening had been a resounding success.
 
   Silence had descended onto their table some moments before, but it wasn’t awkward, it contained a peace that Gabi had never inhabited in her entire life. And if it were up to her, she would’ve stayed right there forever.   
 
   “Umm, Mr. Clark, we really have to thank you,” Tonika said, shy and bold all at once.
 
   Gabi could see the sincerity in the young girl’s face, and love brushed across her heart for another beautiful young soul. 
 
   “You don’t have to thank me,” Andrew said, shaking his head.
 
   “Yes, we do.” Irvin suddenly lost all traces of being 16. He truly looked like a young man ready to take on the world. “Not just for the meal — although that was really good, too.”
 
   “Yeah,” Tonika agreed, and then looking at Irvin, she relinquished the floor to him again.
 
   Gabi watched as he gathered his courage, and when he looked up, she knew he truly appreciated the gift that Andrew had given him.
 
   “We always thought that the whole sleeping together thing was what you were supposed to do when you were going out, you know? I thought just because everyone else was doing it, that meant I had to, too. I didn’t even question it. I just thought that’s what Tonika expected.”
 
   “And I thought the only way to keep Irvin was to sleep with him,” she added, looking at him and smiling serenely.
 
   “I chose that road because it was the only one I could see, but thanks to you, I...” He stopped and looked at her. “We have a new road to follow now.” He stopped again, obviously trying to contain his feelings. There was a long pause before he finally said, “I know it wasn’t easy — what you did, but we want to say thanks. Because of you we’re making decisions for ourselves now instead of letting everyone else make them for us, and I don’t think we’ll ever be able to repay you.”
 
   Andrew ducked and then shook his head, and Gabi knew he, too, was fighting off the emotions.
 
   “You already have, Irvin,” he finally said, looking up and smiling through the tears. “Believe me, you already have.”
 
    
 
   They walked slowly to her door later, neither wanting the magical night to come to an end.
 
   “I’m proud of you,” she said, tightening her grip on his fingers.
 
   “Proud of me?” he asked, puzzled. “Why’s that?”
 
   “For saving two lives,” she said. “Those kids are better off because of you.”
 
   “They’re good kids.”
 
   “Yeah, and because of you, they won’t have to try to prove that to themselves for the rest of their lives.” At her door, she unlocked it but turned to lean on it without opening it as she looked up to face him. “Thank you for coming into my life.”
 
   It was out of her mouth before she knew it was in her brain.
 
   “No, thank you.” He pulled her to him and held her there, no panic or awkwardness between them.
 
   She didn’t pull away. In his arms she felt real, whole. Like the person she was always meant to be.
 
   “And you know, I’m proud of you, too,” he breathed into her hair.
 
   “Why’s that?” she asked without moving.
 
   “Because most people would’ve given up, buried themselves in some meaningless job somewhere and shut down, but you used your own pain to help others. I think that’s something really and truly remarkable.”
 
   She wanted to protest, but the feeling of him next to her pushed out every thought of inadequacy, pain, and fear. There was no reason to pretend she hadn’t been hurt. She had, and she had come through that hurt and emerged on the other side — stronger and with even more love to give.  She needn’t deny that any longer.
 
   “You know, for an insensitive jerk, you sure turned out to be a nice guy,” she said, thinking back to their first encounter on the center’s steps.
 
   “Oh, yeah?” He pulled away and looked down at her as if in challenge.
 
   “Yeah,” she said, winding her hand up onto his neck and pulling his lips down to hers. 
 
   The heat she found there startled her, and for one brief moment her body panicked. But this wasn’t Derrick. She wasn’t sixteen, and she knew in her heart that this was a man she could trust with herself — body, heart, and soul.
 
   “I love you, Andrew Clark,” she breathed as his lips left hers
 
   That stopped him, and he looked at her in surprise. “I love you, too, Gabi.”
 
   The smile in his eyes lit a fire she hadn’t let herself feel in many years. It was so warm, almost like it had been waiting for just this spark.
 
    
 
   What he wanted to do was take her into the apartment right now, but Andrew knew that would only tear down everything he had worked so hard to build. “I’d better get out of here before Irvin has to make a bet with me,” he said laughing softly.
 
   She smiled. “But I’ll see you Monday, right?” 
 
   “Count on it.”
 
   


 
  




Chapter 24
 
    
 
   For two weeks the entire center had been running on high voltage intensity. There were costume fittings and dress rehearsals, lighting checks and final preparations, and Gabi had marveled more than once at the center of the cyclone. Irvin — directing, leading, and guiding an entire fleet of kids who now believed along with their leader that they could accomplish anything they truly set their minds to.
 
   “Okay, Miss T,” Irvin said, ducking into her make-shift dressing room. “We go on in five.”
 
   “Irvin.” She stopped him just before he disappeared, and he ducked back into the room. 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Listen, if I don’t get a chance to tell you later — congratulations. You’ve done an amazing job.”
 
   He grinned his gratefulness for the compliment and then winked at her. “Good luck.”
 
   When he was gone, she checked her make-up once more and breathed to calm her nerves. “You can do this,” she said to the reflection in the mirror.
 
   “You ready, Gabi?” Antonio asked, suddenly appearing at her elbow, and dressed in his white t-shirt and blue jeans, he looked truly angelic.
 
   “Yes, I am,” she said as she gave him a quick hug and then stood. “Let’s do this.” She took his hand, and they made their way out past the choir and the little players. This would surely be a night to remember.
 
    
 
   “Welcome,” Gabi squeaked into the microphone, and then she cleared her throat as the lights dimmed around her. “Uh-hm. Welcome, everyone.”
 
   At that moment the house lights went black. However, she could still see a sea of heads in front of her, and she knew Andrew’s final story had worked its magic. Now it was up to her, and suddenly she wondered if she could really do this. “Umm, we would like to welcome you all to our Christmas play,” she said, the nerves threatening to get the better of her, and just then she heard the familiar shriek from the back doors.
 
   “Wait! Wait for me! Wait for me!” the little voice called from the back of the audience, and everyone turned in their seats to see who it was.
 
   The little head bobbed quickly to the front. 
 
   “’suse me. ‘suse me,” he said, stepping between two kids sitting on the floor, and Gabi smiled in spite of herself. This was going to work.
 
   “Antonio!” she said as the little boy bounded up the stairs. “You’re late.”
 
   “I know. I know,” he said, and she could tell his rapid breathing was no act. “I got caught in traffic.”
 
   “Traffic?” she asked, and the audience snickered. 
 
   “Yeah, you wouldn’t believe all the cars! They’re everywhere.” He threw both hands out to the sides before his excitement ebbed. “Where do you think they’re going?”
 
   Gabi looked at him, wide-eyed. “I don’t know. Maybe they’re coming here to see our Christmas play.”
 
   “Wow!  Really?” he gasped, and the audience laughed.
 
   “Really. Now, you’d better get back stage and get in costume,” she said, and he nodded as if completely serious. 
 
   “Okay. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” And he skipped off stage at the side curtains opposite where she stood.
 
   “Well.” Straightening, she looked back out over the audience. “As I was saying, welcome to our Christmas play.” She waved her arm behind her, and the lights winked out. She ducked behind the curtain and watched as James took his position on the stage in front of the choir — elementary kids had been added so that the choir now numbered an impressive fifty. Dressed in white with gossamer wings designed by Tonika and her friends, they truly looked heavenly.
 
   As they began to sing about the birth of a baby in a manger, Gabi allowed herself to breathe again. She knew Antonio was off somewhere getting ready for their second act, and she smiled at that thought. Who would’ve guessed?
 
    
 
   As the applause died down and the curtain fell, Gabi took her mark at the side of the stage again. Suddenly her whole world was flooded with blinding light, and she blinked in spite of herself.
 
   “Many of us have ideas about what Christmas is supposed to be,” she began as Irvin’s words flowed through her. “We think it’s about presents and Christmas lists, and whether we like to admit it or not, we all have visions of sugar plums dancing through our heads.”
 
   “Presents? Did someone say presents?” Antonio asked, suddenly appearing from the other side of the curtain. His wings were on crooked, and he was carrying his second shoe and trying to put it on as he stumbled out. Whispers ran through the audience.
 
   “Antonio?” she asked in mock horror. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m getting ready,” he said, and innocence was woven in his face and tone, “but I heard somebody say presents!”
 
   True laughter rang out through the audience on that one.
 
   “Oh, well.” Gabi glanced out at the crowd as if apologizing. “I was just telling these people that Christmas is about more than presents and Christmas lists.”
 
   “Christmas lists! Oh wait. I have mine all ready.” He stopped getting ready and pulled a very large scroll from under his wing. “Wanna see?”
 
   “Oh, Antonio,” she said as if again apologizing to the audience. “I don’t think...”
 
   Just then he let the one end of the scroll go, and it fell from the stage and rolled out into the audience.
 
   He stood up very tall and began to read the scroll. “Dear Santa, I have been very good this year.” Ducking to her, he stage whispered, “It’s important to say that right up front.” 
 
   Everyone laughed. 
 
   “For Christmas this year, please bring me a power racer, a Super Nintendo, a water gun, a Star Wars action figure, a walk-talkie set, a…”
 
   “Antonio! We’re supposed to be showing the people our play!” Gabi said, trying to keep herself from laughing even as the audience cracked up.
 
   “Oh, yeah!” he said instantly throwing the rest of the list off the stage and disappearing back behind the curtains. “Gotta go!”
 
   She stood, eyebrows arched for a beat, and then looked sheepishly at the audience. “Sorry about that. Anyway, back to our story.”
 
   The lights went down, and she stepped behind the curtain. She watched the players telling everything they had to celebrate this year — everything from a new bicycle to an A in English. She wondered then where Andrew was — probably somewhere in the audience. He was her one thing to celebrate this year, and she wished she could tell him that right now.
 
   When the curtain closed again, she stepped out. This was getting easier.
 
   “Anyway, as I was saying, Christmas is about more than Santa Claus and reindeer,” she began.
 
   “I’m coming! I’m coming!” the little voice yelled from off-stage, and suddenly there he was antlers and all. “I’m here!”
 
   It took everything she had not to burst out laughing, but she sighed loudly and put her hands on her hips instead. “Antonio, what are you doing now?”
 
   “Reindeer,” he said looking at her strangely. “You said reindeer, and here I am.”
 
   “But there are no reindeer in this play,” she said in exasperation.
 
   “Then why’d you say reindeer?” He threw his hands into the air, muttering to himself as he departed the stage. “If you don’t want reindeer, don’t ask for reindeer. How hard is that to figure out?”
 
   The audience laughed, and Gabi shook her head, threw up her hands, and walked off stage the other direction. The curtain went up revealing the choir again with their rendition of Hark the Herald Angels Sing.
 
    
 
   After a snowman suit, a present topped with a frilly red and green bow, and a shepherd’s outfit, Gabi knew the audience had no idea what was coming next, and she smiled to herself hearing their laughter already. 
 
   Irvin was right — Antonio was a hit.
 
   “And so you can see,” she said as she stepped back out on stage, “Christmas is about more than just presents and Santa Claus.”
 
   “Ho! Ho! Ho!” the tiny voice came, and when Gabi looked across the stage, she knew there was no way he would ever be able to get that bag of toys out onto the stage.  She almost moved to help him, but with one mighty tug, the bag and a tiny, black Santa Claus landed right in front of the curtain.
 
   “Why, Santa?” she said feigning surprise. “Where did you come from?”
 
   “The North Pole, silly,” he said in his very best baritone voice, and the audience laughed.
 
   “Well, we weren’t expecting you.”
 
   “Yeah, I wasn’t expecting me either. Those north winds can be murder!”
 
   More laughter.
 
   Gabi nodded, fighting not to join them. “Oh, well, we appreciate you coming.”
 
   “Hey, anywhere that good people like yourselves whose hearts are in the right place get together to celebrate Christmas and the birth of Baby Jesus,” he said, looking out over the audience. “Well, I just can’t stay away. Gotta go now. Lots of toys to deliver! Ho! Ho! Ho! Have a Merry Christmas!”
 
   And with that, he lugged and dragged his bag of toys back off the stage. As she watched him go, it was difficult to keep her emotions in check. They had come so very far. Slowly she turned back to the audience.
 
   “We hope you enjoy our final song of the evening,” she said, raising her arm, and she ducked back into the curtains once again.
 
   The curtains parted, and there they stood, all her kids — singing about miracles and angels and the gift of love that God sent to all of us. Her kids, and she had never loved them more.
 
    
 
   When the final curtain fell and she stepped back onto the stage, it took more than a minute for her to find enough composure to finish the evening. There were just no words anymore. The kids had given their all, and the pride she felt for them eclipsed anything she had ever experienced in her life.
 
   The spotlight flooded around her, and she smiled to choke back the tears as she faced the audience. It really didn’t matter what they thought. These kids were special, and they were going to make it. She knew that now in ways she never had before.
 
   “We really appreciate all of you coming out tonight,” she began, willing her voice to sustain her. “We hope you enjoyed the performance, and we wish you all a safe drive home, and a very Merry…”
 
   “Psst,” the small sound came from just inside the curtain, and Gabi stopped in mid-sentence and looked across the stage. “Psst! Miss T!”
 
   This time he stuck his head out of the curtain and waved to her. The audience, thinking this was part of the show, sat forward in anticipation.
 
   “Come here!” he said, waving to her.
 
   But this was not in any script Gabi had ever read, and for a moment she debated whether or not to go over to him. Then she remembered the audience, and she smiled sheepishly at them and shrugged. 
 
   They laughed on cue as she slowly walked across the stage.
 
   “What is it, Antonio?” she asked, bending down to his level.
 
   “It’s not over yet,” he said loud enough for most of the audience to hear.
 
   “What?” she asked, puzzled. “I was just telling them goodnight.”
 
   “No. It’s not over yet,” he said again, and as he stepped from behind the curtain in full tuxedo, the audience began to applaud. He held up his hands, and the room — including Gabi — fell silent. He turned from her to face them. “I know it’s late, but we have one more thing to do before we can say goodnight.”
 
   “Antonio?” she asked in confusion and fear. “What are you doing?”
 
   But he just smiled at her.
 
   “Curtain please.” He snapped his fingers, and like magic the curtains began to part. Gabi looked around trying to figure out what was going on. They had never practiced anything like this. Then Antonio slipped his hand into hers. “Right this way, Ma’am.”
 
   He led her to the center of the bare stage, made a fuss of standing her just so, and then turned back to the audience. Then somehow, he was talking to both her and them at once.
 
   “Miss T, we would like to thank you for all the hours you spent working with us to get this play together,” he intoned formally. “We couldn’t have done this without you.”
 
   Applause sounded throughout the audience, and she started to say, you’re welcome, but just then Antonio clapped his hands and yelled, “Maestro!” startling whatever words she was going to say right out of her head.
 
   The lights dimmed and the music swelled around her before she even had time to think, and when she looked down again, Antonio was gone. It occurred to her that she should run, but that thought wasn’t even complete when she caught sight of Shaniquille coming toward her from the wings with a single, red rose.
 
   The little girl walked in slow, measured steps toward her, and when she reached Gabi at center stage, she held out the rose to her and smiled.  There was nothing else to do, so Gabi simply smiled, took the rose, gave the child a hug, and whispered, “Thank you.” 
 
   Shaniquille nodded and stepped to one side. Next came Bobby. Then Kevin. Then Megan. Then Devon. Each dressed in Sunday best with a single, red rose in hand. And each met her at center stage, with the spotlight flooding everything around them, and gave her an offering of their love.
 
   Gabi smiled when she saw Leslie in a pretty, little blue dress. What a beautiful child.
 
   “Thank you, Miss T,” Leslie said as Gabi bent down to receive not only a flower but a hug from the little girl as well. “This is still my favorite song.”
 
   Then as she stood, Gabi’s ears suddenly picked up on the familiar melody, and tears flooded her eyes.
 
   The words of “Wind Beneath My Wings” began behind her as more children and some not so children anymore kept filing onto the stage, all in a line, roses upon roses, children upon children. Coming to her to thank her, not for putting on a play but for loving them every day of their lives.
 
   The music and the words, in perfect harmony cascaded over her heart, and by now she was having trouble holding everything — the flowers, the emotions, the tears. The children behind her swayed in perfect rhythm, and the song they sang seemed to float through her very soul.
 
   And then the line was gone, and she stood, center stage, surrounded by her kids, crying her eyes out, and never wanting this night — or this feeling — to ever end. Nothing could be better than this.
 
   However, in the next heartbeat, it was for just then, Irvin stepped out onto stage, and Gabi shook her head as her tears flowed freely. Looking every bit the strong, confident young man she now knew him to be, he walked gallantly to her and laid a single, white rose on top of all the others.
 
   “I love you, Miss T,” he whispered as he put his arms around her and hugged her to him, crushing the flowers between them. Words couldn’t say what Irvin said with that hug. When he pulled away and looked at her, the tears shimmering in his eyes were clearly visible. “You’re the best, Miss T.”
 
   Suddenly her heart was filled to overflowing with the love it had been keeping at arm’s length for so long. She didn’t fight it. She didn’t try to tell herself they didn’t really mean it. She just let it flow into and over her, and for the first time in her life, she let the love, their love, truly find her heart.
 
   As the chorus behind her faded, she took a deep breath and smiled. What an amazing feeling this was. She looked through the spotlight and the tears into the darkness of the wings wishing with all her heart that there could be more little children. And somehow she knew there would be. Many, many more children — searching for love, and without a doubt she would find a way to show every last one of them how amazing this felt, how incredible it was to simply be loved. Then the curtain moved, and suddenly she saw a little pair of eyes gazing from the depths of the darkness there into her soul, and for an instant she thought she might just float away.
 
   But then, as the music faded, a single, little boy stepped out, and every person in the entire room held their breath.
 
   As she watched him walk toward her, she wanted to smile, but there were no brain waves available for anything other than total shock. She watched as Antonio — white rose in hand — looking every bit the angel she now knew him to be walk toward her — and for the life of her she couldn’t move. He came all the way to center stage and smiled shyly at her.
 
   “Miss T,” he said softly obviously trying to project his voice but failing to get it past the emotion in his little body. “I want to thank you for everything you did for me, and no matter what, I want you to know I love you.”
 
   The smile and the tears came then of their own free will, and she took the rose he offered and she bent and hugged the little boy to her. Their tears mixed together, no longer tears of pain and fear but now tears of joy and promise.
 
   “I love you too, Antonio,” she whispered. “I love you, too.”
 
   For a long moment, nothing moved, and then slowly Antonio moved away and smiled at her.  She watched as he stepped back to join Irvin and the others, but when she looked back to the curtain, there was suddenly no air left in the room.
 
   Everything around her spun as Andrew stepped from the darkness of the wings into the light, and her knees went weak beneath her. It was like a dream as she watched him walk toward her, and as many times as she had looked into those eyes, she now saw something very different looking back at her. She willed her mind to focus on what it was, but just staying on her feet was challenging enough.
 
   With each step he took, her chest tightened so that breathing was impossible. When he was only a foot away from her, he stopped and looked down at her with the most serene look she had ever seen in anyone’s eyes, and all her fears fell away from her as well. Suddenly, remarkably, all she felt was peace and overwhelming love for this man who had walked with her through so much.
 
   “In a world,” he began, each word like a soft, gentle note, “full of dirty windows and broken down play equipment, you made it a point to never hold anything back from these children. You showed them that it’s not the things in this world that matter — the only thing that matters is what you feel in here.”
 
   Softly he placed his hand over his heart, his gaze never wavering from hers. “Gabi, with your love, you showed me a place where there is no fear, no poverty, no despair. You proved to me that if there is enough love, all the obstacles can be overcome.”
 
   She smiled at him and shook her head, but in one instant her smile was replaced with shock.
 
   “Gabriella Treyvillion,” he said as he went down to one knee and reached into his pocket. When she saw the box in his hand, she almost dropped the flowers, but the second he looked up at her, she knew what her answer would be. “I love you with all of my heart. You have taught me to be the man I always wanted to be. Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
 
   She had no idea where they all came from, but suddenly the tears were dripping from her eyes onto the roses as she nodded through them.
 
   His hesitant, hopeful smile lit every dark corner that was left in her heart. “Is that a yes?”
 
   “That’s a yes!” she said as the entire room exploded in applause.
 
   He stood then, found her hand amongst the flowers, and slipped the ring on her finger. Just like that, she was right where she was always meant to be — in his arms with his lips on hers, and nowhere else had ever felt so perfect. 
 
    
 
   


 
  




Epilogue
 
    
 
   “Have you seen Andrew yet?” Gabi asked, scrutinizing herself in the mirror. The white lace dress, the long simple veil. How had she gotten her again?
 
   “He’s downstairs.” Pam fluffed out the train of Gabi’s dress and then came to readjust the veil.
 
   “Is he nervous?” Gabi smoothed her hand down across her stomach and turned to get a silhouette view of herself. Would he like it? Would he hate it? Was she enough?
 
   “Hello. He’s marrying you, what does he have to be nervous about?” Pam asked, putting her hand on the back of Gabi’s veil and then looking at her in the mirror. “You look beautiful, Gabi.”
 
    
 
   “Any last words of advice?” Andrew rubbed his hands together and willed his nerves to stop playing tag with each other.
 
   “Just love her,” Bryan said simply. “That’s it. Just love her.”
 
   Andrew looked at his brother and smiled. “That I can do.” 
 
   “Gentlemen, we’re ready,” Father Callihan said, appearing at the door.   
 
   “This is it,” Bryan said, clapping Andrew on the shoulder.
 
   “Yeah.” Andrew exhaled, hardly allowing himself to believe he was really here. “This is it.”
 
    
 
   Gabi heard the violin music swelling just outside her window, and she knew it was time. She should be happy; she should be excited, thrilled beyond imagination, but the only thing she could really feel was nervous.
 
   A soft knock sounded on the door, and Pam went to answer it.
 
   “Wow!” Irvin stepped into the room and stopped the instant he saw her standing by the mirror. “You look beautiful, Miss T.”
 
   “Thanks, Irvin.” She smiled, and with one look in his eyes, she knew everything was as it should be.
 
   “You ready?” he asked, offering his arm for her to take.
 
   Slowly she nodded and retrieved the bouquet of ivory and mauve roses from Pam.
 
   “Here we go.” Pam lifted the folds of the skirt and followed the two of them from the room.
 
    
 
   At the end of an aisle of green grass, flowers, and a white runner, Andrew stood waiting for the woman of his dreams to appear from behind the French doors. This was the moment he had waited a lifetime for, and he willed his brain and heart to remember every last detail.
 
   He watched as Pam emerged, flowers in her hair, and he heard Bryan exhale behind him. Even Andrew had to admit she was beautiful, and he smiled at her as she made her way down the aisle. Just behind Pam came Antonio and Greg, looking very dapper in their pint-sized tuxedos. 
 
   He tried to take it all in — to capture it all on the impressionable film of his mind. He wanted to remember this feeling and every, single detail forever, and yet he was afraid if he missed something, some important moment, all of it might be lost to him forever.
 
   However, he needn’t have worried for at that instant, she appeared at the doors on Irvin’s arm, stunningly radiant, and he knew if he lived forever, he would never forget this moment or this feeling.
 
    
 
   Gabi peered out over the heads of the guests, and suddenly her knees went wobbly underneath her. How could anything in her life be this perfect? Surely this was just some unimaginably good dream. Surely this couldn’t really be happening to her. Andrew couldn’t really be standing there waiting for her at the end of the aisle, looking at her like that. Oh, to be able to capture this feeling and hold onto it forever. 
 
   “You ready?” Irvin asked, the concern in his voice evident as he looked at her.
 
   “Yeah,” she said with a nod, and in her heart she knew it was true. “I’m ready.”
 
   And together they stepped out into the bright sunshine.
 
    
 
   Andrew could no longer feel his heart beating, and he knew for sure he was no longer breathing, but at the moment nothing besides her beauty — inside and out — was getting through to his brain. With every step she took toward him, his love for her grew. She was taking a leap of faith, a leap of love, a leap of pure trust in him, and he swore at that moment that he would never give her cause to regret that leap.
 
    
 
   Her heart felt as though it might burst wide open when they reached the end of the carpet and Andrew stepped out to meet them.
 
   On cue Irvin extended his hand, and Andrew shook it and smiled.
 
   “You take care of her,” Irvin said, and seriousness and protection echoed in his voice.
 
   Andrew nodded. “I will.” 
 
   Then Irvin turned to her and took her into his arms. “I love you, Miss T.” 
 
   “I love you, too, Irvin,” she said, and she knew that no father had ever loved his daughter as much as Irvin loved her at that moment.
 
   He pulled away, smiled at her, and confidently relinquished her into Andrew’s care. She took Andrew’s offered arm, and as they walked forward to face a new life together, she knew with all her heart that this was as right as the world would ever be again.
 
   Father Callihan smiled at them both. “Andrew and Gabriella have chosen a reading from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians,” he intoned as Andrew clutched Gabi’s hand tucked securely around his arm.  “And now I will show you a way which surpasses all others. If I speak with human tongues and angelic as well, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong, a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophesy, and, with full knowledge, comprehend all mysteries, if I have faith great enough to move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give everything I have to feed the poor and hand over my body to be burned, but have not love, I gain nothing.
 
   “Love is patient; love is kind. Love is not jealous, it does not put on airs, it is not snobbish. Love is never rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not prone to anger; neither does it brood over injuries. Love does not rejoice in what is wrong but rejoices with the truth. There is no limit to love’s forbearance, to its trust, its hope, its power to endure.
 
   “Love never fails. Prophecies will cease, tongues will be silent, knowledge will pass away. Our knowledge is imperfect, and our prophesying is imperfect. When the perfect comes, the imperfect will pass away. When I was a child, I used to talk like a child, think like a child, reason like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways aside. Now we see indistinctly, as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. My knowledge is imperfect now; then I shall know even as I am known. 
 
   “There are in the end three things that last:  faith, hope, and love. And the greatest of these… is love.”
 
   In the depth of her very soul, Gabi knew the absolute foundational truth of those words for, in fact, it was love that had led her through the darkness of her past, through all the struggles, through all the pain into this place of wondrous light, standing by a man she would love forever, surrounded by friends whose love never failed, and with love on their side, she had no doubt that absolutely anything was possible. That, in the end, no matter what else happened, there was and always would be… love.
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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.
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