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Prologue.

ABOUT TEN YEARS AGO.

Peter let out an audible breath as he slid into the driver’s seat of his SUV. He knew that fledgling lawyers were at risk of being required to work later hours, even right before holidays, but this was ridiculous. It was almost seven-thirty on Christmas Eve night. He was supposed to have gotten off by six, then met his wife, along with her younger sister, at their folks’ house for Christmas Eve dinner at six-thirty. 

His stomach rumbled. He could almost smell the tantalizing aroma of the stew that Jean, his mother-in-law, prepared every year on this day. It contained a savory mixture of beef, potatoes, peas, tomato soup, and cream of mushroom soup. Equally appealing was her traditional Christmas Eve dessert, lemon meringue pie. According to his wife, Janice, this had been their standard Christmas Eve fare since she could remember.

Peter had called her a half hour ago and told them to go ahead and eat without him, but she said the food would keep a little longer. He’d tried to argue with her. Of course it would keep, but they didn’t need to go hungry on account of him. Especially since Jean was diabetic. But Janice had replied, in that sweet tone that always brought him to his metaphorical knees, that Christmas Eve dinner wouldn’t be the same without him, and they could wait a little longer.

He turned the key in the ignition with a shiver. Each exhale formed a mini-cloud, just visible amidst the dim light inside the parking garage. He could only hope the food was still warm when he finally arrived. His car would take a good ten minutes to warm up, and at that rate, he’d need several hot cups of liquid, a hot meal, and about an hour in front of a fireplace before he’d really and truly feel warm again.

Not wanting to delay his family’s dinner anymore than necessary, when he got on the Interstate, he pushed the vehicle seven miles past the speed limit. At least the roads were clear, which, given the current outside temperature, wasn’t a guarantee. Since it hadn’t snowed for a week, and there’d been several days above forty degrees since then, the roads leading to his in-laws would be clear, as well. Ten miles on the Interstate, then another fifteen on state highways and county roads. It was the opposite direction from where he and Janice lived, in their small house in a small town forty minutes away from his job, but not so far away that the drive could ever be intimidating, even at night.

Sitting back in his seat, he turned on the radio to relax to Christmas music. Every station was playing holiday tunes tonight, even, he supposed, the hard rock stations, though he didn’t want to even think about what “Silent Night” would sound like in the style of a heavy metal band. 

“...as the shoppers rush home with their treasures,” filtered through the speakers.

Ah, “Silver Bells.” Janice’s favorite Christmas song. He smiled. Christmas was actually her favorite time of the year. His, too. How could it not be? They’d met at a high school Christmas dance. He was the new boy his sophomore year, and it was love at first sight for him. Janice had taken a little more convincing, but after five months of asking, she finally agreed to go out on a date with him. Three dates later, they agreed to make their relationship exclusive, and a few months later, they were both saying, “I love you” on a regular basis.

Peter and Janice married a year out of high school. It had been a fantastic eight years, and each year they both put their all into the December festivities, each Christmas night ending with an improvised renewing of their wedding vows.

And then, they really got down to celebrating. 

The thought improved Peter’s mood even further, to the point where he actually began singing along to the song. Unlike his music teacher wife, he couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket, so for him to break out in song was a sure sign of beyond normal happiness. He even began to forget about the stress of the day, of having had to spend the past hour dealing with a client who would not contain his irritation at having to have his holiday plans interrupted. 

But the man was taking off for the Caribbean the day after Christmas, and the senior partners had been resolute in tying up that loose end before the new year.

By the time Peter was exiting the Interstate, he was tapping his finger on the steering wheel to “All I Want For Christmas Is You.” His mind drifted back to that special evening when he first told Janice that he loved her. When she finally got hold of her emotions enough to say it back to him, her next words were, “Now we have to pick a song.”

“A song?” Peter would have frowned at her in confusion, except he couldn’t get the silly grin off his face from the joy bursting through him like bottle rockets.

“Yeah, you know.” She leaned into him. “Every couple has a special song. We need to have one.”

They sat in silence for a few seconds. Then Peter snapped his fingers. “’All I Want For Christmas Is You.’” 

Janice had furrowed her brow up at him.

Peter’s grin stretched so wide he thought his muscles might split. “They played it at the dance where we met,” he’d said, “and that was pretty much how I felt for the rest of the month. Well, okay, how I felt until you finally agreed to go out with me.”

Janice had vetoed his idea with a laugh, saying the song lyrics weren’t quite right. But she’d softened her rejection with a sound kiss, so he hadn’t minded. 

Suddenly aware of the increased darkness all around him, he turned on his high beam lights and chided himself to focus on the road ahead. The last thing he needed was to miss seeing a deer running across the road and end up stranded on the shoulder with a crumpled hood. He would hope an SUV wouldn’t sustain serious damage from a collision with a deer, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. Especially not tonight, when he’d already lost two hours of being by his beloved’s side to begin celebrating their favorite holiday.

A few seconds passed. Then, his phone, lying on the passenger seat, dinged an incoming text. Peter glanced ahead. He was about to ascend a slightly curvy hill, but he should have time to steal a look at the text. Reaching his right hand over, he picked up the phone and swiped at the screen. Janice had written that they were going to start eating because Jean’s blood sugar was getting low and she didn’t want her to feel like the odd one out, eating Christmas Eve dinner alone. 

Peter frowned down at it. Well, that’s what he’d suggested earlier. Another thought pushed that one away. Janice had told him that Christmas Eve wouldn’t be the same without him. His heart panged at the idea of missing even a few minutes of this precious tradition. Why couldn’t Jean just have a small piece of meat and a roll to tide her over?

He shook his head at his selfishness. There would be plenty of other Christmases. And it would be only one Christmas tradition that would get a little off kilter. There were plenty more that had already been fulfilled for the year, or that would be fulfilled in the next twenty-four hours.

Peter swung his gaze back up and out the windshield in time to be blinded by a pair of headlights. Before he could react, the other vehicle hit him head on with a blood-congealing crunch. Suddenly, he couldn’t see. Stupid air bag. How far up the hill had he gone? Was he on the curve yet? Because if he was, a slight turn in the wrong direction would send his vehicle tumbling down into the ditch. 

During the split second it took for these thoughts to careen through his head, his SUV began spinning out of control. Ice? Was there ice on the road?

He tried steering into the slide, but he was going too fast. He couldn’t get the car under control. 

In a blind panic, he reached his right hand down to undo the buckle of the seat belt. He had to get the air bag out of the way, had to try to get oriented.

No sooner had he clicked the seat belt loose then he was thrown to the roof of the vehicle. The SUV was flipping over. It was flipping over, and he had unbuckled his seat belt. 

God, help me! The words reverberated inside his head, which in the next second slammed up against glass. Pain exploded like dynamite inside his skull. The SUV continued to roll, and he kept tumbling along with it. His head slammed against something hard again. It didn’t hurt as much as he thought it should. Like his senses were dulling.

Indeed, the panic had calmed to dread, and he was barely aware of the sights and sounds around him. In that instant, he knew: he was going to die.

God, please tell Janice to move on with her life. Let her know I love her so much, that –

Slam. Another cerebral impact.

And the world turned black.

Chapter One.

Present time.

Janice reached her arms up toward the faux ceiling, the sleeves of her navy blue peasant-style blouse sliding down to her elbows as she stretched. Lowering her arms to her sides, she slowly rolled her neck one way, then the other. The movements helped ease the tension in her back and shoulders. Not much, but every bit helped. At least she didn’t have a headache, like she did after her last class with the fourth and fifth-grade choir a couple of days ago. At thirty-seven years old, she wasn’t prone to headaches, but being the music teacher at Williams Elementary, she was in charge of the annual Christmas program.

And the last thing she wanted to do was hear Christmas music, let alone select it, teach it, and hear it sung day after day after heart-wrenching day. Wednesday had been the first day this year that she’d introduced the holiday music that the choir was to perform this year. She wished she didn’t have to start in October, but it took a full two months for most children that age to memorize all the words to a half-hour program, besides learning the simplest of harmonies.

She always included as many Hanukah-related and generic winter songs, such as “Winter Wonderland” as she could. Though even those songs brought back sad memories, they didn’t wrench her heart like the Christmas carols.

And “Silver Bells” was absolutely out of the question. She had avoided it like the plague for the past ten years.

During that time, she’d wondered more than once why she didn’t seek a job as a classroom teacher, or art teacher. She was certified to teach both, and neither would require her to so much as say the word “Christmas.” 

She knew perfectly well why she didn’t seek a transfer. Little River Village was something like a Mecca for teachers. Openings in any of the two elementary, one middle, and one high school in the town were rare. Teachers who began working for this small district mostly remained here until they retired. She’d only found a job here ten years ago because the music teacher at the time had gotten a book contract with a big publishing company and gone on to become a bestselling author. 

Her old school district, in a town about the same size as LRV, as the locals affectionately called it, was sorry to see her go. Though she’d only been teaching there full time for three years, she’d received superior evaluations all three years, as well as commendations from both students and parents for her ingenuity in putting music lessons together.

But she’d needed to start over. Everyone knew about Peter’s death in that town, and were constantly giving her sympathetic looks, asking her the same old painful questions. Her mother had been the worst. Even months later, she was still calling Janice more often than she ever had, subtly hinting that she needed to talk more about the tragedy if she was ever going to get over it.

The thing was, Janice didn’t want to get over it. She had loved Peter so deeply that it ached at times, even when he still lived. She didn’t want to forget that gift, as brief as it had been, didn’t want to dilute it by seeking solace in another man’s arms. She couldn’t even picture herself in another man’s arms. 

People’s well-meaning but aggravating glances and cliché condolences were only half of the reason she had to move on. Not only in the small house that she and Peter had called home for several years, but also around every corner of the town, lurked memories that drove her grief further into her heart. Memories of their first kiss. Of the many dates they had at their favorite Indian restaurant. Of the dozens of times Peter surprised her with flowers or a card for no reason.

And then there was the heartbreaking memory of the event that happened two years before Peter’s death.

And so, Janice had moved five hours away from her parents, to another state. Far enough away to have a good excuse not to return home for more than one holiday every six months. For the fall and winter, she’d chosen to go home for Thanksgiving. Her love for Christmas had been buried with Peter. She hadn’t celebrated it since he died. 

She could move further away, or look for a job in a district between LRV and her parents’ home. But she knew her job in LRV was akin to heaven in the educational system, and she didn’t want to get so far away from her parents that she wouldn’t be able to get to them quickly if they needed her. 

With a sigh, Janice dropped down into her desk chair. She was going to start another downward spiral if she wasn’t careful. Per her therapist’s suggestion, she pulled her phone out of her purse and began to text her best friend, one of the three first grade teachers, but a knock on the door of her classroom brought her gaze up.

“Come in,” she called, setting the phone down and getting to her feet. 

The door creaked open, and Mandy Willard’s face appeared in the crack. “May I talk to you for a minute, Ms. Michaels?”

A few of the faculty and staff at the school knew that she had been married at one time. Only Kayla knew how she had lost her husband, but not even she knew that Michaels was Janice’s married name. She intended to keep it forever. It was the one thing about her life with Peter that couldn’t slowly fade away. If she didn’t have several pictures of him around her apartment, she might have already begun to forget what he looked like. Even the burning love she’d once felt for him was beginning to cool. And that frightened her. Made her feel guilty. 

Though not nearly as guilty as her theory about what had caused Peter to lose his life.

Despite the stress of spending the day battling conflicting emotions, she smiled at the fifth grader, who could easily win a few rounds on the popular T.V. series, America’s Got Talent. But unlike most children who were blessed with natural abilities in the performing arts, Mandy was sweet and one of the most unpretentious children Janice had ever met in her entire career. Her mother, who appeared in the door behind Mandy, was less so. Janice couldn’t honestly say that Tara Willard touted her daughter as a diva, but it came close. The woman apparently signed Mandy up for every singing contest around, had her performing in community theater, and scarcely veiled her irritation last spring when a particular piece the choir was performing required a female soloist, and Janice hadn’t chosen Mandy for the part.

So the gladness that had brushed up against her upon glimpsing the child’s face shriveled up and blew away when her mother’s face appeared. 

Janice’s smile grew tight as she invited the pair into her classroom, the largest in the school, so as to accommodate a separate section containing permanent risers where the choir could assemble and practice. “What can I do for you?” she asked as she circled around to stand in front of her desk. 

Tara nudged Mandy forward. Blushing, then dropping her gaze to the floor, the girl took a couple of steps until she was about four feet in front of Janice. “You told us to come tell you if we wanted to sing a solo for the holiday concert.”

Janice figured as much. Though, she couldn’t be sure that Mandy would have made the request of her own volition.

She moved closer to the girl and put a hand on her shoulder, fighting a desire to tell off her mother for putting so much pressure on her child. Based on past experience, none of the other children would volunteer to sing a solo until right before Thanksgiving break. “I take it you’d like to sing one?”

Mandy looked up, nodding. She squeezed her hands together. “I want to sing ‘Silver Bells.’”

Janice’s lungs constricted. Invisible cotton balls swabbed the last drop of saliva from her mouth, and she had to swallow to get any words out. “I...I’m not sure that’s the best song for your voice.”

That was a complete and total lie. She was positive that Mandy could sing the song backward in her sleep, and sound as good as any Grammy-winning female vocalist. But Janice couldn’t let the girl sing that song. She couldn’t let anybody sing that song. She’d spent the last ten years trying to forget it even existed.

Not unexpectedly, Tara stepped forward to stand beside her daughter, resting a hand on her shoulder. “The song is perfect for her vocal range, and I think you know it.” Her sugary tone nonetheless held a hint of a challenge.

Janice flicked her gaze to her. The smug smile on Tara’s face caused irritation to grate over the swelling of pain Janice was working hard to tamp down. 

Janice took in a deep, slow breath. “I’ll think about it.” For Mandy’s sake, she regretted the terseness in her tone. But it was the most civil one she could manage at the moment. 

“Oh, please, Ms. Michaels!” Mandy stepped forward and away from her mother’s touch, her eyes pleading up at Janice. “I love that song. It’s my most favorite Christmas song of all. And my great-grandma’s probably going to be coming in all the way from Arizona to hear the concert, and she loves that song, too. I can audition for you right now, if you want.” 

Mandy finally paused to take a breath, and before Janice could stop her, the girl began singing, “City sidewalks, busy sidewalks –"

Janice interrupted her by abruptly raising both her hands, palms out. “I said I’d think about it.” It was all she could do not to shout the words, let alone muster up a kind tone. 

Mandy’s eyes widened, then welled. Guilt stabbed Janice’s gut. Being tallish for a woman, Janice towered over even the tall pre-pubescents in the school, so she squatted down to get eye-to-eye with her star pupil. “Mandy, I’m sorry.” She placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “I’ve had a hard day, and that song...well, let’s just say it brings back sad memories for me.” Her own eyes pricked with hot moisture now. “That’s why I need to think about it.”

Mandy blinked a few times, nodding. “Oh. Okay.” She glanced back toward her mother. “We can pick something else, can’t we, Mom? I mean, I know lots of Christmas songs. And it’s only October.” She returned her gaze to Janice. “You said you didn’t need to know until the week before Thanksgiving, right?”

Janice nodded, wishing the two would leave so she could curl up into a ball on the floor and cry. As it was, she forced a small smile. “Right. But,” she slanted a glance toward Tara, who was now frowning at her with her arms crossed over her chest, “I didn’t say no. I just said I needed to think about it.”

With one long stride, Tara closed the gap between her and Mandy and picked up Mandy’s hand. “You heard her. She’s had a bit of stress today.” Her expression softened slightly as she nodded toward Janice. “We picked a bad day to come talk to you. I apologize.”

“It...it’s all right.” Janice wasn’t one to stammer, but the unexpected apology left her stunned. Perhaps there was an unselfish spot in the woman’s heart, after all.

After they left, Janice did not curl up into a fetal position. Instead, she shoved all thoughts about “Silver Bells” and everything else Christmas-related to the back of her mind and gathered her things together. At least today was Friday, so she’d have two whole days of not having to play, sing, or listen to Christmas music. 

Two whole days when she could act like it was October, like everybody else. 

––––––––
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TIMOTHY FIELDS FLUSHED the toilet, watching the parts inside the tank work in perfect harmony. He smiled in satisfaction. Janice shouldn’t have any trouble with her toilet for a long time.

“Tim? Is that you?”

Janice. Standing on or near the threshold of the apartment, by the sound of it. She also sounded nervous. Scared? He should’ve been done with this job an hour ago, but got delayed with an electrical conundrum in another apartment.

He turned his head toward the open bathroom door. “Yeah, it’s me,” he called. “Sorry.” He started gathering his tools, though he was in no hurry to leave. Since he’d started working as a maintenance man in the building last year, he’d had a few conversations with this particular resident, and found himself more attracted to her with each encounter. Not that he’d ever do anything about it. She was leagues above him, and not just because of the difference in their jobs.

A shuffling sound at the door brought his gaze back toward it just long enough to flash a smile at the woman with soft blue eyes who was only a couple of inches shorter than his five-ten height. Her brunette, slightly wavy hair fell a couple of inches below her shoulders. He’d noticed that she generally kept it loose like that during the cold months, but in a ponytail during the summer, he guessed to stay cooler. Right now it was slightly mussed, as though she’d just taken off a hat or scarf. Could be, given the way the temperature was supposed to drop tonight.

She smiled back, a weary smile, as if she’d had a long day. “Thank goodness it was you,” Janice said as he turned back to his work. “The last thing I needed today was a break-in.”

Her voice was as fatigued as her smile. Tim debated whether to make a joke about her comment to lighten the mood, or to express the concern he felt. Concern he had no business feeling, but, there it was.

He decided to go with his first idea. Snapping his toolbox shut, he stood up and turned to face her. “For me, that’d be one of the last things I needed any day.” He winked to let her know he was joking. 

She released a sound he supposed was a chuckle, but it fell flat. He resisted the urge to step closer to her, pick up one of her hands, and ask her what was wrong. 

She jutted her chin toward the toilet. “Good as new?”

“Yep.” Grasping his belt, Tim hoisted his pants up a little, then bent over to pick up the toolbox. “Should last you for a long time.”

“Thank you so much.”

“Welcome.” He stood back up, expecting her to be turning away from the doorway, but she was still in the same position, shifting her weight back and forth between her feet and not meeting his gaze.

No doubt she was thinking of the incident two days ago, when her toilet had overflowed after she had...well. If the tables had been turned, he wouldn’t have wanted a near stranger to have seen his business, either. At the time, he’d wondered if she’d even be able to talk to him again, she’d been so embarrassed over it. 

He cleared his throat, sympathy for her pricking his heart. “Well, that’s it for the day, I think.” He walked to the door, and she backed up a couple of steps to let him by. 

“It might snow tomorrow.” The words flew out at his back as he headed for the apartment door. 

He turned, seeing that she was now standing on the threshold between the dining area and the living room. He raised his brow. “Hadn’t heard that.”

Her arms wrapped around her waist, she dipped her head. “A few flurries. Maybe.” Then she lifted a shoulder. “Too soon, if you ask me.”

Her words came out stilted and hurried, not at all like she’d spoken during their previous easy conversations. It seemed like she didn’t want him to leave, or that she had something on her mind, and wasn’t sure how to get it out.

He pinched his eyebrows down. “I know it’s not my business, Janice, but are you all right?”

“Oh, me? I’m fine.” But her tone was a bit too cheerful, and her sudden smile didn’t reach her eyes. 

Her eyes which, in the next moment, grew moist. Lifting her hands toward her head, she dropped her face into them. Tim should have just left. Now he was faced with either giving her the cold, professional shoulder by excusing himself, or staying to comfort her. He leaned toward the latter, but what action could he take that she couldn’t interpret the wrong way and end up causing him to get fired? He couldn’t afford to lose this job. Especially not because of any remotely criminal accusation against him.

So he just stood there, mentally kicking himself for not getting out of there fast enough one second, wishing he dared to step close to her and wrap his arms around her the next. The awkward moment felt like an eternity, but in reality couldn’t have lasted half a minute.

Finally, Janice took one hand from her face and waved it up and down. “I’m sorry, I’m fine, really.” She sniffed, then lowered the other hand, offering him that weary smile again. “Just hormones.”

Tim remembered something his older sister had told him once, and thought this would be a good time to rephrase it. “Your feelings are valid, no matter what your hormones are doing.” He spoke as soothingly as he could, hoping she’d understand that he cared.

Which he shouldn’t. But, he did, and couldn’t do much about it. 

Janice’s smile, though shaky, looked authentic this time. “Thank you for that.” She dabbed a finger under each eye. “I suppose you need to get back home.”

Tim absolutely didn’t need to get back home. If home was even an appropriate word for the efficiency apartment on the ground floor, that was sparsely furnished with thrift store finds. He hadn’t felt at home anywhere for a long time, especially since, after his dad passed away a couple of years ago, his mom sold his childhood home and moved into a retirement community in a much larger town than Little River Village. And that was a two-hour drive away.

Janice’s apartment felt more like home than any place he’d been to since his dad’s passing. Though her furniture didn’t look new, either, it was more stylish and coordinated than the few chairs and tables he had at his place. The living room was inviting with the cozy arrangements of two chairs and a sofa around a coffee table, and the colorful pillows and the decorative corner lamp accenting the area. 

But more than all that, more than the uncluttered kitchen and the fresh bouquet of flowers that had adorned the dining room table the four times he’d been in here, the place felt homey because of Janice. Though most residents were off at their jobs when he entered their apartments to make repairs, Janice had been home every time except this one. She’d either had a weekend emergency, or had requested a repair during one of her school breaks. And she always had a kind word for him, along with an offer of a cookie from the clear cookie jar sitting in the middle of the small kitchen counter. On the rare occasions one of the other residents was present when he had to do a job in their apartment, they mostly ignored him.

It made Tim wonder if his attraction to her might be mutual. More likely, she was kind to everyone. She definitely seemed to be that type.

Tim wasn’t going to confess his reluctance to leave, however. “I suppose I need to get home so I can get out of these grungy clothes and take a shower,” was his concession to Janice’s comment. 

She smiled, more brightly than earlier. “You don’t look grungy to me.”

Their gazes locked. A blush slowly crept up her neck and into her face, and she looked away. Interesting. Was she embarrassed because she appeared to be complimenting his looks and hadn’t meant it to come out that way, or because she actually had been complimenting his looks, but hadn’t meant it to come out at all?

“Thanks again.” She cleared her throat, meeting his eyes again as her mouth twisted. “I hope I don’t become one of those high-maintenance women.”

Tim laughed. “You’re hardly the most high-maintenance person in this building.” He canted his head toward the door. “Guy on the second floor calls me every time he hears so much as a drip from a faucet.”

Janice laughed with him, and Tim left. 

To return to his dreary, lonely apartment.

Chapter Two.

Janice stared at the door for a long moment after Tim closed it behind him. Then she sunk into the nearest chair and let the tears she’d been holding back trickle down her face. She didn’t sob, but the confused tangle of emotions warring inside her needed some kind of outlet.

She’d wanted so much to tell Tim all of her troubles. No, more: she’d wanted to collapse into his arms and receive comfort from them. She’d wanted to invite him to stay for supper. Or, at least, a cup of coffee and a cookie.

And while all these strange and unexpected desires were cropping up, guilt had overwhelmed her, filling her up until she could barely breathe. Peter was the only love she’d ever have. She had no business thinking of another man in a romantic way.

Good heavens, she must be hormonal. This was Tim. The building maintenance man. Not that she thought his job or financial status made him inferior to her. Not that he wasn’t handsome and fit. Au contraire. His face could rival that of a young George Clooney any day, and his job obviously kept his muscles taut. But she barely knew him, had only talked with him a few times. She couldn’t honestly refer to him as more than an acquaintance, relationship-wise.

Maybe it was that she’d come home in such a vulnerable state. And his asking if she was all right was like throwing a bone to a starving dog. She’d been ready to pounce on it with zero thought of the consequences. 

That must be it. She would have felt like collapsing into just about anybody’s arms if they had expressed concern for her with half the tenderness that Tim had. 

Wiping her eyes, she decided to call Kayla. If she could have been assured that no one else would have been in, or come to, Kayla’s classroom after the Willards left her own, Janice would have gone there before she left the school building to cry on her shoulder. But, as was illustrated today, a teacher never knew who might show up at her door after classes ended for the day.

Janice eased out of the comfy upholstered chair and walked over to the dining room table where she’d left her purse when she came in. As she reached inside it to retrieve the phone, she nearly chuckled aloud as she remembered hearing the toilet flush as soon as she’d stepped in the door, and wondering what burglar would be stupid enough to take the time to use the bathroom of the place he was robbing. She’d totally forgotten Tim was scheduled to replace the flushing mechanism, whatever it was called, inside the toilet tank today. Another sign that her hormones might be off balance, because she was well-organized and usually remembered things like a repair job. 

This one should have been well-drilled into her head, after the mortifying situation she’d found herself in the day before yesterday. She’d cleaned up what she could before Tim had arrived, but he showed up so quickly...

She shook her head as she swiped and tapped her phone’s screen. That was the one encounter with Tim she’d like to forget. No matter that he’d been sweet and sympathetic and helpful, and done his best to reassure her that she was far from being the first person to experience that problem.

Kayla’s phone rang several times, then went to voice mail. Janice almost hung up, but she knew that if she didn’t say anything, Kayla would worry because Janice didn’t make casual calls to her often since they saw each other in school all the time. 

“Hi, Kayla, it’s me. So, Mandy Willard came to my room after school, wanting to sing...” Emotion clogged her throat, and she had to clear it before going on. “’Silver Bells.’ For the holiday program. So, you know, I’m...struggling. Okay, bye.”

She knew that Kayla would understand that she needed a friend right now.

At least, she thought she knew. But as the evening wore on and Kayla didn’t send so much as a one-word text, Janice began to wonder if something had happened with one of her two children. Or if her husband had decided to take them out for dinner and a movie, which he did a couple of Fridays every month. 

An hour away from her bedtime, Janice was on the brink of deciding to call Kayla to make sure everything was okay, when her phone began to play “Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee.” She’d been sitting in front of her laptop at the table, scrolling through Facebook, but as soon as her brain registered the song, she jumped out of the chair to snatch up the phone which she’d left behind the computer.

But when she saw who was calling, she almost let it go to voice mail. 

Tara Willard.

As a non-classroom teacher, Janice wasn’t obligated to program the phone numbers of all her students into her phone. But she liked to have the numbers of the choir members handy, just in case, so Tara’s number had been in her directory since last year.

Why would she be calling her? Surely not to beg for her to let Mandy sing “Silver Bells.” Janice’s stomach clenched at the thought. She wouldn’t put it past Tara Willard to try to manipulate her into giving into what she wanted.

That was reason enough to drop her phone back onto the table like a hot potato. But then she realized she’d rather have this conversation over the phone right now, than next Monday in the classroom.

She connected the call. “Hello, Mrs. Willard.” She slid back down into the chair, mentally bracing herself.

“Oh, please, it’s Tara. I told you that before.” The forced cheerfulness in her voice made Janice roll her eyes. “And thank you for taking my call,” Tara continued. “I know it’s late on a Friday, and – oh, no. Please don’t tell me you’re on a date or something.”

Janice didn’t know whether to laugh or cringe. “No, don’t worry.”

“Okay, good.” Tara sighed. “I guess this could have waited until Monday, but I could see how upset you were this afternoon, and I didn’t want you to have it on your mind the whole weekend for no reason.”

Janice took a deep breath. 

“Mandy told me she’d just as soon sing ‘I’ll Be Home For Christmas,’ and I know that my grandmother would enjoy it, as well. Would that be a better choice?”

Janice’s jaw flopped open. She didn’t know which surprised her more, that Tara was willing to drop “Silver Bells,” or that Tara had been sensitive enough to realize that the outcome of their conversation that afternoon might have bothered Janice over the weekend.

“That...that would be no problem.” She paused, then added, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Tara’s tone had softened. “Listen, Ms. Michaels, I of all people know the holidays don’t bring great memories for everybody.” She sighed into the phone. “And I know I can be stubborn and come on too strong, but I promise, I don’t believe God put me on earth to make Mandy’s teachers’ lives more miserable.”

Janice laughed, surprised by Tara’s self-deprecating humor. “Oh, Tara, you hardly make my life miserable.”

“Well, you know what I mean.” Janice could picture her waving her hand as she spoke those words. 

With a smile, Janice asked, “You won’t report me to Mrs. Johnson if I say that yes, I do know what you mean?” Mrs. Johnson was the school principal.

Now, Tara laughed. And there was nothing fake about it. “Absolutely not.”

A few seconds later, they said goodbye, and Janice stared down at the phone. Tara had implied that she knew about suffering during the holiday season. What had she endured?

She was still asking herself the question after she’d changed into her nightgown, slid into bed, and snuggled underneath her comforter.

Chapter Three.

Several times that weekend, Tim passed by Janice’s apartment. Each time, he felt an invisible pull toward her door. He could have easily used the excuse that he wanted to check to make sure the toilet was behaving, but first of all, that would have gone against protocol; and second of all, it would have been a lie.

He just wanted to see her again.

However, he needed to be able to put food on the old card table that he used for everything, from eating to paying his bills. So he ignored the pull and stuck to his duties like Gorilla tape on cardboard. But that didn’t keep him from hoping that he would accidentally run into her in the hallway, or maybe right outside the building, at some point. 

The point finally arrived, but not until Wednesday of the next week. He opened the door to exit the building, intending to do some grocery shopping, and bumped right into Janice, causing her to lose her balance. He grabbed her arm to keep her from tumbling down the three steps that led up to the entrance, but he couldn’t save the canvas bag she dropped either from the start he’d given her, or in the process of trying to prevent a fall. 

The bag fell onto its side, onto the pavement, still wet with the rain that had fallen earlier that day. When it fell, two books and a legal-sized manila folder slid out, and at least a dozen papers skated out of the folder. 

Janice shrieked, jerked her arm from Tim’s grasp, and dove for the papers. 

“I’m so sorry.” Tim moved quickly to gather up the books, then snatch up several sheets of paper that had gotten loose from the bunch Janice now held in her hand. But they had become soaked in an instant, and Tim had to set them on top of the books to keep them from tearing apart. 

“Well, it was only a quiz,” Janice said with a rueful smile as she stuffed the folder and stack of soggy papers back into the bag. Then she held out her hand for the items Tim had retrieved. “I’ll just tell the students what happened, and that everybody will get an A since it was my fault.”

Tim raised his eyebrows. “It was hardly your fault. I’m the one who came barreling out the door without looking where I was going.”

“Well.” Janice peeled the sopping wet papers off the book, crumpled them into a tiny ball in her left hand, then used her right hand to return the books to the bag. “Maybe we can blame it on the rain.” She met Tim’s gaze with a twinkle in her eye that caused warmth to spread through his chest. 

He held out his hand. “The least I can do is carry the bag up to your apartment for you.”

Her smile faded, and she stared down at the proffered hand for so long he began to mentally kick himself for making the offer. He didn’t need any more rejection in his life, and it was clear she was about to reject him. Which he would fully understand, and not count against her. But it would still hurt. 

Her gaze slowly lifted to meet his again. “But, you were obviously on your way out to do something.”

Hope flickered inside him. Was that all? She just thought he was going to inconvenience himself? 

He grinned. “The grocery store is open until ten.” 

Janice hesitated a few more seconds, then gave him a small smile as she passed over her bag. “I suppose if it will help assuage your guilt, then I should let you carry it for me.”

Accepting the bag, Tim gave a slight bow. “With pleasure, madame,” he said in a terrible excuse for a British accent.

Janice laughed, turned, and put her hand on the doorknob. 

“Oh, no, madame, allow me.” Tim stepped beside her and gently pushed her hand away...though at the scant touch of her soft skin, he wanted more than anything to raise the hand to his lips and kiss it. 

Turning the knob, he pushed open the door and said, still speaking in the fake accent, “Ladies first.”

Janice raised her chin in a queenly manner, nodded at him with pursed lips, and stepped through the door with a curt and pretentious, “Thank you.” Then she laughed. 

The rich sound never failed to spark joy inside Tim. Since she was a music teacher, he assumed she had some singing talent, imagined her voice to be a soothing alto.

He should try to provoke her to laugh more often. 

Following her in, he grinned at her, then strolled next to her as she headed to the elevator. Having pushed the call button, she shifted the purse slung over her shoulder and shot him a shy smile, then fixed her attention on the closed doors.

Tim cleared his throat, suddenly feeling awkward. “How was your day?”

Janice glanced back at him. “Oh, fine.” But the tight smile she gave him made him wonder. “Yours?”

“Not as busy as it could have been.” He wondered if he should say anything about the job he’d had that morning, if she’d be at all interested, but the warning ding saved him from making the decision for the moment.

Once inside the elevator, however, Janice turned to him and asked with a mischievous smile, “The leaky faucets guy?”

That she’d remembered his parting remark on Friday dissolved the blanket of discomfort that had been hanging between them for the past few minutes. He chuckled. “Not today.” He made a gesture with his hand. “But in building C, I had to patch some drywall in a shower. The guys who came in to replace the leaky pipe in the wall wouldn’t do it.” 

They arrived at Janice’s floor, the fourth, and Tim told her about the Siamese cat that hissed at him the whole time he was working.

In front of her door, Janice frowned at him. “Did I not get the memo about a change in the pet policy?”

Tim shook his head. “Nope. I got to be the bad guy and report the resident.” Because as long as he’d been working at the four-building complex, the management had forbidden any kind of pet whose life wasn’t restricted to an aquarium. 

Sliding her purse down her left arm, Janice reached into it with her right hand and pulled out her keys. Tim found himself standing right next to her, as close as he ever had. He stepped back, not wanting her to feel like he was infringing on her personal space, but not before his olfactory system captured a mixture of some kind of flower and citrus aroma. Possibly a shampoo, or body wash, as the scent was too subtle to come from perfume. 

Whatever it was, it made her that much more enticing. 

Which meant that he should probably just set down the bag, bid her a good evening, and leave. He didn’t want to be enticed by a woman with whom he had no intention of becoming serious.

But after she’d turned the key in the keyhole and pushed the door open a couple of inches, she turned to him, and as had happened on Friday afternoon, their gazes locked. As on Friday afternoon, a longing welled up inside Tim, a longing that could only end in both their hearts being broken.

But try as he might, he couldn’t look away. The depth of her blue eyes seemed to have captured his soul.

He was in trouble.
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JANICE WAS IN TROUBLE. 

She knew she would be, if she let him carry her bag all the way to her apartment. Why had she, then? The last thing she needed was another layer of guilt on top of the other layers that had been building up inside her lately. 

A long time ago, Janice had told Peter that there would never be any man for her but him. She’d reiterated it more than once after they’d gotten married. Their love for each other had been all-consuming, and not just in the erotic sense. After Peter had proposed to her, they had agreed that they would both work hard to be kind, considerate, respectful, and supportive to and of each other, no matter what the circumstances. While once in a while one or the other of them wavered in that pledge, for the most part, they’d kept it. This had enabled them to develop the deep kind of love in a handful of years that, from what Janice observed, many couples required decades to grow – assuming the marriage lasted that long.

But staring into Tim’s ice-blue eyes, she could feel the memory of her love for Peter fade into the background, shoved back by a spark of desire she hadn’t felt for ten years. 

And she was pretty sure she couldn’t blame it on her hormones this time. 

Mustering the little strength she had left after spending the day listening to and singing Christmas songs, she pulled her gaze away from Tim’s as she pushed the door open. “Thank you, Tim.” She held out her hand, keeping her eyes on her bag that dangled from his hand. “I’ll take it from here.”

“Oh, uh, sure.” He passed her the bag. “And, really, I’m sorry for the mess.”

Their fingers touched in the exchange, and an unexpected jolt of electricity shot up Janice’s arm. 

Her gaze snapped back up to his. “Listen, Tim, I don’t...I can’t...” She sighed. “I need you to just be my maintenance man, okay?”

Pain flickered over his face, but she couldn’t let it get to her. In the next second, her face began to burn. She’d made an assumption and jumped to a conclusion that in all likelihood was absolutely wrong. Just because she was attracted to him, didn’t mean the feeling was mutual.

Then again, why had he looked hurt at her declaration? If he hadn’t reciprocated her feelings, he would have laughed. Wouldn’t he have?

Her heart began pounding inside her chest while her brain reeled with confusion. Without another word, she pushed inside her apartment, shut the door as quickly as she could, and turned the deadbolt. 

She’d lived in this complex for six years. Maybe it was high time to move. Because now that she’d put her foot in it, she didn’t think she could face Tim ever again. Not if she was going to keep her sanity.

Or keep her vow to Peter.

Leaning against the door, she squeezed her eyes shut. Then opened them. Before her was silence. Emptiness. Both of which she’d craved during the first few years after Peter’s death. She didn’t want to hear voices telling her to move on with her life, or, worse, voices parroting idiotic clichés like her deceased husband being in a better place. She didn’t want anybody or anything to intrude on her attempt to keep his memory fresh in her mind. 

She didn’t want anybody or anything to try to fill the Grand Canyon that the loss of Peter had carved into her heart. 

But now, as she pushed away from the door and scanned the apartment, she knew something was changing inside of her. She knew it had begun to change before these recent odd feelings of awareness whenever she ran into Tim. She realized that she no longer coveted the silence, or the lack of steady companionship in her life. 

She realized with sudden clarity that she was lonely. Reliving her life with Peter in her mind was no longer enough. Not that it had ever been enough. Every single moment she wasn’t at school, she’d missed him.

What was it, then? Dropping her bag and purse to the floor, she shuffled to the round table and sank into one of the four chairs circling it. If you missed someone, you were lonely, right? Then she must have been lonely, all these years.

She tapped her fingers on the table, impatient to solve the emotional puzzle. Yes, yes, she had been lonely. She had yearned for Peter. But, it was a different kind of lonely than what had zinged her heart a minute ago. It was loneliness born out of grief, and that kind of lonely left no room in the soul for any person other than the one who had gone missing, because of the constant yearning, the constant battle of emotions, the impossible hope that somehow, the situation had all been a bad dream and one day she would wake up to find Peter by her side once again.

Janice realized, all at once, that while she hadn’t completely stopped grieving, the grief had grown less and less intense over the past few months. And as it had loosened its hold on her soul, so had the whirlwind of emotions and thoughts connected to it. 

And the lonely she was feeling now came from the relative emptiness deep within her core. 

She shook her head at herself. No. That couldn’t be true. She wouldn’t let it be true. Stop grieving the death of her husband? Never! 

If she did, it would mean that she was letting Peter go. And it would mean she was forgiving herself for the part she’d played in the accident that took his life. 

She refused to let Peter go.

And she couldn’t forgive herself. Wouldn’t forgive herself. 

She bowed her head over her hands. Lord, please don’t take Peter away from me. Please don’t make me let him go.

But even as she prayed, she could barely conjure up an image of her late husband. But a certain maintenance man, with a smile that turned her heart and a gentleness about him that made it swell?

His image showed up bright and clear.

Chapter Four.

Tim might have cussed if his boss hadn’t warned him via text about what he was looking at right now. As it was, he’d let loose a choice word a little while ago when he first read the text. He craned his neck up to see how far up in the trees the hooligans had hung the toilet paper. Not too high, but high enough that they must have brought a ladder in a truck. Which meant that Tim would need a ladder to get the mess down. Which meant that he would be meeting himself coming and going today, because besides his regular chores, he also had several repair jobs to do, and each one was going to take more than an hour. 

Happy Halloween to him. Since this was only his second Halloween at the apartment complex, he wondered whether this mess, or the peace and quiet of the first of November last year, was the norm.

He shivered as a frigid gust ruffled his short hair. At the same time, the long string of toilet paper undulated like the waves of the river that ran along the east edge of town. If it were up to Tim, he might let time, wind, and rain take care of the toilet paper. But it wasn’t up to him, and besides, he took pride in the appearance of all four buildings here, inside and out.

Lowering his gaze, he shoved his bare hands into his jacket pockets as another gust threatened to push him backward. Time to trade his jacket for his winter coat. And to start wearing gloves. The thin material that made up the jacket pockets wouldn’t do much to protect his fingers from the nip in the air. 

As he made his way to the storage shed on the other side of the small complex, a cluster of leaves danced in front of him, one or two sometimes taking a backward step to bounce off a tennis shoe. At least he wasn’t responsible to rake them up. Ever since he was a kid, he’d enjoyed the crunching sound his feet made when trudging through the carpet of leaves that covered the ground every autumn, as well as the brilliant palette they formed in the sky before falling. If he had to clean them up, he wouldn’t appreciate them at all.

Tim retrieved the ladder and carried it over to Building B, where the old maple tree that had sustained the worst of the vandalism stood about twenty feet in front of the entrance to the building. Now for the semi-annual wrestling match with the old aluminum ladder. The hinges that allowed it to unfold were rusted, and seemed to stick a little harder every time Tim had to use it. 

He grasped both sides of it and began to tug. 

Nothing. 

Taking a deep breath, he put all his concentration and strength into the task and tried again. Still wouldn’t budge. Maybe if he laid it down on the ground – 

“Do you need help with that?”

The voice caused a ripple of pain to go through him, pain that had nothing to do with the physical strain he was putting himself through at the moment. Though during his last encounter with the owner of that voice he had coached himself that he would do well to stay away from her, the sting of rejection at her parting words having pierced him more deeply than he’d thought possible. It might not have been so bad if she had just asked him to leave her alone. But the phrasing she’d used, and then, slamming the door in his face and locking it as though he were some pervert that had snuck up behind her...well, he wasn’t one to wear his heart on his sleeve, but it all had hurt. 

It happened ten days ago, and he should have been over it by now. Just last night he realized that he’d mostly quit thinking about the incident. And about her. So that the mere sound of her voice should feel like a stab to an open sore surprised him. 

He should ignore her. Hope that when he didn’t answer, she’d get the hint and walk away. But he wouldn’t ignore her, for two reasons. First, he wasn’t the kind of guy who could just ignore people. Second, a moment after hearing her voice came that sense of longing that the mere thought of her could bring up. He didn’t want to ignore her. Someday soon, he’d need to deal with that wayward emotion. But not right now.

Relaxing his grip on the ladder, he turned to face Janice. She was standing about six feet away, dressed much more warmly than he in a stylish, knee-length coat, its hood cinched tightly around her head. Her gaze flashed a mixture of concern and embarrassment. 

Tim knew if he was going to accept her help, he’d need to lighten the mood between them. “Might take the Incredible Hulk and Superman to get this done.”

Janice’s face relaxed into a smile. “I’m not Wonder Woman, but I’m stronger than I look.”

With her height and sturdy build, Tim would think that she was probably just about as strong as she looked. Which would be stronger than many women. 

He grinned. “Suppose you’d have to be, with all those kids you gotta tackle every day.” As she laughed, he canted his head toward the ladder. “Come on, then, let’s see if we can convince the stubborn thing to open.”

He moved to take the non-step side of the ladder, grasping the rail on each side, as Janice approached and did the same on the side with the steps. It took a couple of good heaves, and a little groaning on Janice’s part, but the ladder finally opened with a scratching and creaking that grated on the eardrums.

“Phew!” Tim grinned at Janice again. “Thank you, Wonder Woman.”

She laughed again as she helped him set the ladder upright, letting go as he fussed with it until he was sure it was as open as it could go, and as balanced on the uneven ground as he could make it.

“You could just let the wind clear it all away,” Janice said with a glance upward as another gust blew by. 

He moved toward her to get on the step side of the ladder. “Tell that to my boss.” He hung onto one of the rails to keep the wind from toppling it over. 

Janice frowned. “Isn’t it kind of dangerous to climb up that thing with the wind being so strong?” She wrapped her arms around herself as the cold breeze pushed past them again, illustrating her point.

“You wanna hold the ladder for me? Never mind.” Tim shook his head. “Sorry, not thinking. It’s a school day, right?” Plus, he was getting paid to do this sorry job, not her, and she would be taking her own physical risk if she held the ladder. Which he didn’t want her to do.

“I have an extra ten minutes or so.” She’d stepped away to let him maneuver the ladder into position. Now, she moved closer to him, her gaze penetrating his as if she was trying to communicate something with her eyes. Fear for his safety? An apology, even? He realized that her offer to help might have been an olive branch. 

“I could at least help you with this tree,” she added, lifting her chin up slightly but not breaking eye contact with him. “Really. I’ll worry about you all day if –"

She cut herself off, but her words hung in the air between them like a thick icicle. Did she mean that literally? Or was she just embarrassed by how an expression of vague concern came out more dramatically than she’d intended?

This, Tim decided, he should ignore, though he couldn’t prevent the stretch of his lips at her shocked expression. “I’d appreciate your help, madame,” he replied, once again mangling an English accent, “as long as you behave with the utmost care.”

Janice smiled, her eyes returning to their normal size. He instructed her where to grab the ladder, and to let go if, despite her best efforts, the ladder began to fall. Climbing up the rungs, he removed a section of the toilet paper, descended to move the ladder over a few feet, then repeated the process. He and Janice spoke no words while he worked, but he was surprised to find that he enjoyed the silent companionship. The awkwardness from earlier had dissipated, leaving in its wake a comfortable feeling, as if they had been good friends for a long time. 

Pulling the last of the white paper loose from a twig, he dropped the mass that he’d collected onto the ground. “That takes care of that.” He climbed down, Janice holding tightly to the ladder until he had one foot on solid ground.

She stepped back as he completed the descent and began picking up the paper he’d just dropped as the wind tried to chase it away. 

“Janice, please.” Tim gently squeezed her arm before releasing it. “Let me do that. I don’t want you to be late for work.”

Straightening, Janice crumbled what she’d managed to pick up in both fists, her gaze dropping to the ground. When she looked back at him, she chewed her lower lip for a couple of beats before blurting out, “Tim, I’m so sorry about how I treated you that day. When you carried my bag. What I said was presumptuous, and slamming the door in your face...oh.” She shook her head and sighed, then force out a small laugh. “I’m probably being melodramatic. You probably didn’t think anything of it, did you?”

Ducking his head, he rubbed the back of his neck while he reached for a reply that wouldn’t be a lie, but wouldn’t express more than he wanted her to know. He was saved from having to answer when yet another gust slammed into them, causing the ladder to teeter precariously in their direction. He thrust out both his hands to keep it from falling, then slowly eased it down until it was lying on the ground. 

“I...you’re right.” Janice took a step backward, her gaze flitting around everywhere except at him. “I’d better go.” 

She had turned and taken several steps away before Tim called out, “Wait!”

She turned back, eyebrows raised. 

“I need your number.” Her eyebrows lifted even higher. “I mean,” he took a step in her direction, wishing he could kick himself in the rump now that he realized what she thought he’d meant, “to let you know that I didn’t fall off the ladder and break my neck. You seemed worried about it before.”

And that had to be the only reason he wanted her number. And he had to delete it from his phone the instant he’d texted her to tell her he was still alive and well after finishing this job.

But she wouldn’t believe it. She was certain to think that he was just fishing for her contact information because he was interested in seeing her on a personal basis.

She stared at him for several seconds, the loose strands of hair that had fallen out of the hood blowing around her face. Then, to his surprise, she smiled, reached into her purse which she’d kept hanging from her arm this whole time, and pulled out her phone.
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GUILT SHOULD HAVE BEEN pressing down on Janice until she thought every bone in her body would break. She should have been dreading Tim’s promised text, because she should have been regretting giving her phone number to him. And with such eagerness. 

All that emotion should have been wrestling around in her mind, but it wasn’t. Instead, her heart was skipping with excitement that it hadn’t felt in years. 

This wasn’t the outcome she’d been planning when she offered to help Tim, however. With each passing day, she’d felt worse about how they’d last parted. Even if he didn’t take it as hard as she was afraid he might have, she’d been unbelievably rude and owed him an apology, regardless. So she was glad to have finally run into him this morning, glad to have had an opportunity to show him by her actions that she wanted to make amends.

The last thing she’d expected was for him to ask for her phone number. Of course, it was possible, probable, even, that he only wanted it for the reason that he’d stated: to let her know he hadn’t killed himself taking down the rest of the toilet paper. But she knew there was a chance, however small, that he wanted her number for another reason, as well. 

Perhaps more surprising than his asking for it was that she’d given it to him. It was true that she might have worried about him off and on all day, knowing that he had to handle going up and down that ornery ladder in this weather. But during the past few days, as she’d been grieving the gradual loss of her ability to grieve over Peter, she’d come to realize that perhaps Tim’s overtures of friendship were a sign. That was, she needed to at least be willing to consider the option of not remaining alone – and lonely – for the rest of her life. 

She was arranging her lesson plans in order for the day on her desk when someone lightly tapped at her open classroom door. Looking up, she saw Kayla standing there with the usual smile that she easily gave to everyone she met, adults and children alike. 

Janice’s smile was just as easy today. “Morning, Kay.” She walked around her desk and met her friend halfway as she entered the room with a cheerful greeting. They exchanged an embrace. Kayla was a gifted hugger, her gift only enhanced by a figure that she herself referred to as “pleasantly plump.” And the fact that Kayla’s head barely met the middle of Janice’s chest didn’t detract from the warmth and strength of the gift one tiny bit.

Usually after one of them pulled away, they would spend five or ten minutes discussing teacherly things like the challenges of yesterday, or what major objective they hoped to meet today. Then they would mutter a quick prayer for help, guidance, and wisdom, and Kayla would return to her classroom until it was time to pick her students up from the cafeteria.

Today, however, when Kayla pulled out of the embrace and their gazes met, Kayla’s eyebrows lifted and she kept a gentle grasp on Janice’s forearms. “You look like the cat that ate the canary,” she said. “Care to spill?”

“Um.” Janice stepped back away from her friend’s touch, letting her gaze fall to the ground, hoping Kayla wouldn’t see the blush she could feel heating her cheeks.

“Wow.” Kayla’s voice was just above a whisper. “Dare I guess? I don’t want to upset you.”

Janice raised her gaze back up to that of her slightly younger friend. She bit her upper lip, but the action couldn’t keep her mouth from curving upward.

Kayla’s own smile stretched from ear to ear. “Janice, could it be true?”

Before Janice could answer, her phone intoned an incoming text. Tim. She never received texts this time of day, so she didn’t know who else it could be. Flustered relief swirled over her, much like the liberated toilet paper had swirled around the ground in front of her apartment building not forty-five minutes ago.

Turning away from Kayla, she took three wide and swift strides to snatch up the phone from where she’d left it lying on top of her desk. Yes, the text was from Tim. 

I’m all done and alive to tell about it.

“Ah, ha.” Janice snapped her head around to find Kayla looking at the phone over her shoulder. The knowing smile on her face let Janice know exactly what she suspected. “It is true. Who’s Tim? And what the heck has he been doing that was so dangerous?” 

Janice fought against the grin threatening to spread over her face. “He’s just the maintenance guy at my apartment complex.” She set the phone down, making a mental note to reply as soon as Kayla left her room. “He had to un-toilet paper some trees this morning, and I helped hold the ladder while he worked on the first tree.”

Kayla backed away, crossing her arms over her chest. “Just the maintenance man.”  She raised an eyebrow. “And you were so worried about him trying to finish on his own, you asked him to text you when he accomplished it without any broken bones.”

Janice’s eyes widened. “I think you missed your calling, Mrs. Sherlock Holmes.”

Laughing, Kayla waved a hand. “Oh, please. Between the I’m-crushing-bad smile you’re obviously fighting, and being a woman myself, it didn’t take a genius to make that conclusion.”

Her expression softened, and she put a gentle hand on Janice’s forearm. “This is a good sign, right? Tell me if I’m reading too much into it.”

Janice shook her head. Then, without warning, hot moisture leaped into her eyes. She brought the back of a hand to her mouth to try to hold back the emotion that suddenly swelled up into her throat.

It was no use. A single sob escaped. In the next breath, she was back in Kayla’s strong embrace. “It’s all right,” Kayla whispered, gently stroking her back. “I know you’ve got to be feeling conflicted right now.”

“I am,” Janice admitted in a shaky voice. She pulled back. Kayla would need to pick up her students in ten minutes, and Janice needed to get everything ready for the steady stream of students she’d see for two hours straight starting in about half an hour.

She forced a laugh. “But I’m okay, really. It’s just...I mean, we’re just friends right now, but the possibility...” She huffed out a breath. “Kay, I’m scared.”

Kayla’s smile was sympathetic. “I’ll bet you are.” She squeezed Janice’s shoulder. “And I’m a great listener, remember? Maybe you could follow me home and we could have coffee together after I get Brian and Shelly started on their homework.”

Brian and Shelly were Kayla’s two children, in second and third grade, respectively.

Janice wiped a finger underneath an eye, sniffing. “That sounds like a great idea.”

Her best friend smiled up at her, then pulled her into another embrace. “Father, be with Janice in a special way today. Heal her where she needs to be healed, and give her clarity in this situation.”

When Kayla walked out a minute later, Janice returned to the phone on her desk. Stared at it for a long moment. She really should reply to the text, just to be polite. Then again, no matter what she typed, he could take it the wrong way. Misinterpret her intent. 

She shook her head. How could he misinterpret her intent, when she wasn’t even sure what it was? And she’d asked him to let her know he was okay. If the very request wasn’t loaded with implied intent, she didn’t know what was. 

What was she so afraid of, anyway? She couldn’t get in any deeper than she had this morning, offering to help him with the ladder, and apologizing for brushing him off a couple weeks ago.

Blowing out a sigh, she picked up the phone, opened the text, and typed out a reply. 

I’m glad. Thx.

She hit send before she could change her mind.

She might as well not have bothered to ask Tim to text her. She spent the rest of the day worrying, anyway. 

Chapter Five.

“Yes. They gave us those mini-candy bars with lunch today.” Lucille Masterson’s words came out garbled, and with painstaking slowness. More like, “Yeh. Day gabe uh doh min cand-ah bahs wid lun today.” Despite spending two years in rehab after her stroke, she never did fully recover her ability to speak, or to move her right arm and leg. But her granddaughter and great-granddaughter spoke to her at least once a week on the phone, so they understood what Lucille had come to jokingly refer to as “Stroke-ese.”

She wasn’t bitter about it. She’d already been plenty old when the stroke happened, and when she finally returned to consciousness and realized what had happened, she immediately accepted the fact that at her age, she would likely never heal completely. 

That, and when her family had finally confessed to the event that had precipitated the stroke, she had accepted it as divine punishment.

“We had a party at our church,” Mandy said, “and it was way better than trick-or-treating! We got to eat treats all night, and then they sent us home with a big bag of candy, enough to last us to Christmas, Mom said.”

“And it had better,” Lucille’s granddaughter, Tara, retorted in a warning tone. 

“Then maybe you can save me a piece?” Lucille teased. 

For the first time in years, she would be visiting her family in the north for the end-of-the-year holidays. Her physical condition, at ninety, wasn’t any better than it had been four or five years ago. But she was finally emotionally prepared to return to the place that had nearly ripped the joy of Christmas away from the entire family. She herself certainly hadn’t been able to find any joy in the holiday until a couple of years ago. 

“Aw, Gran-Gran,” Mandy said, “but by then we’ll have lots of other goodies, and they’ll be a lot fresher, too.”

Lucille laughed, a sound she’d worked hard to get used to, because it was nothing at all like her pre-stroke laugh. In fact, the sound was something like a cross between a cough and a sob. Not at all happy. Which was one of two reasons she rarely laughed anymore.

“I guess you’re right, my darling,” she said. 

They ended the call a few minutes later, and, her bladder pleading for her attention, she buzzed for a nurse. Lucille could always use the bedpan, but preferred not to resort to it unless no help was forthcoming. Since this was one of the more elite nursing homes in the Tucson, Arizona area, no one responding to a patient’s request for help was a rare occurrence. So Lucille usually didn’t have to go through the humiliation and disgust of producing and keeping her waste in a manner for all to see. With one person supporting her right side, she could manage to limp to the bathroom, slide down her pants by herself, and use the toilet. 

She’d never given toilet independence the slightest thought before the stroke. Now, it was one of the few aspects of her life that helped her to not feel like a completely worthless, helpless specimen of humanity. 

That, and her relationship with her family members. Her two living children and three of her five grandchildren, including Tara, called her on a regular basis. They knew that although she struggled with expressive speech, her short-term memory and language comprehension were miraculously intact. 

Too bad she couldn’t say the same for her vision. Macular degeneration had already claimed most of it before the stroke; after, she lost what little had remained, and it had never returned.

Nevertheless, Lucille knew that the woman who bustled in was a tiny scrap of a thing. She knew by her cheerful, “Heya, Miss Lucille. What can I do ya for?” 

Wendy was one of the day shift nurses who’d started working at the home two and a half years ago, and the first time she’d attempted to help Lucille to the bathroom, Lucille had balked upon feeling the young woman’s stick-like arms and almost non-existent waist. She’d asked Wendy to find someone stronger, but Wendy had only laughed and said, “Trust me. If I wasn’t strong enough to do the job, I wouldn’t be in here.”

Lucille believed in women’s empowerment and giving people chances, so she’d sent up a quick prayer that her guardian angel would keep her safe during the trip to the bathroom, and let Wendy take her on the brief journey.

She’d been as steady as any of the larger nurses who had done the job. And was bar none the friendliest Lucille had ever encountered in this place.

“I’m sorry,” Lucille said as the pair shuffled together toward the bathroom. “I feel like I just called you.” 

Some of the nurses struggled with “Stroke-ese,” but Wendy was fluent in it. She chuckled. “I told you before, it’s a good thing. Means you’re staying hydrated.”

After finishing her business, Wendy helped her back out of the bathroom and settle into the chair next to her bed. This was another way to break up her monotonous days, spending as much time in a chair as her languishing body would let her, as though she were at home relaxing and not confined to an old folks’ home.

“Would you like the T.V. on?” Wendy asked once she was settled. “Or for me to bring up some music on your phone? An audiobook?”

Lucille could hear the nurse’s smile through her voice, and couldn’t help reciprocating it. If every nurse at least pretended to be as cheerful and relaxed as she believed Wendy to genuinely be, this place might feel more like a hotel. “No thank you, darling,” Lucille answered in her halting way. “I just want to think and pray for a while.”

Wendy patted her shoulder. “Sounds good. I’ll see you later, Miss Lucille.”

Another thing to like about the young woman. She never made any ridiculous or condescending parting remarks like, “Just press the call button if you need me,” or, “Are you sure you don’t want me to do XYZ before I leave?” If Wendy treated all the patients here the same, which Lucille had a feeling she did, then she was one of the few on the staff who showed them the same respect she likely showed her own grandparents. 

In other words, Wendy didn’t treat them like children.

Lucille rested her head against the soft cushion at the top of the recliner with a soft sigh. She could hardly believe that in less than two months, she’d be returning to the area where she grew up for the first time in what seemed like forever. Because as frighteningly quickly as time had seemed to pass in the decade or so leading up to the stroke, it had slowed to a snail’s speed afterward. This was no doubt due, for the most part, to her confinement and to being so far away from any relatives. 

But she’d been living in Arizona before the stroke, in the retirement community where she and her husband lived until he died fifteen years ago. She’d had friends, as well as the ability to travel in order to visit family. And after the stroke, she’d been so depressed and angry with herself that she didn’t want to be around anyone she knew. 

Her thoughts drifted to Tara. Dear, sweet Tara. She knew she wasn’t supposed to have a favorite grandchild any more than she was supposed to have a favorite child, but Tara had always held a special place in her heart. Perhaps it was because when Tara was growing up, she was the one grandchild out of seven who seemed to be more interested in hearing Lucille’s stories when she visited Lucille’s house than in running off and playing with the other grandchildren. It certainly didn’t hurt that they were a mere fifteen-minute drive away from each other. Also, as a teenager, Tara began to help Lucille around the house as Lucille’s eyesight began to fail. Undoubtedly this extra time had cinched the bond they’d always had.

And now, there was Mandy. Her only great-grandchild and, given Lucille’s age and health, possibly the only great-grandchild she would ever have the pleasure of knowing. A wonderful gift amidst the storm that had been Lucille’s life for the past several years.

Guilt wrapped a band around her chest and squeezed. But the storm would have never happened if Lucille had just stayed in the house that night. And that very storm nearly destroyed her chances –

No. She wouldn’t go there. She took a deep breath, choosing to ignore the single tear tickling its way down her cheek. Tara had forgiven her. God had forgiven her. Or, so the chaplain at the home had assured her at least half a dozen times. She had finally been able to forgive herself, just this past year.

But there remained one other person to forgive her. And, given her circumstances, Lucille was unlikely to be able to ever ask for that forgiveness. And if she couldn’t ask, how could she receive it?

It was the one thing that kept her from being prepared to die.

Chapter Six.

“Silent night, holy night.”

After gesturing with her hands to cut off the note on “night,” Janice smiled at the rows of children standing in front of her. “Much better. Now, listen to the difference. Here’s what it sounded like a few minutes ago.”

She cued up the recording she’d made on her phone of the children when they hadn’t been paying attention to the cut-off signal, and played it. Then she played the recording she’d just made after they’d practiced cutting off the note in unison several times. The eyes of Mandy and two other girls widened, and warmth curled around Janice’s heart. Knowing that at least a few of her students appreciated the nuances of choral singing made up for the fact that she had to listen to Christmas music for half the day for the next month and a half.

“Did you hear the difference?” she asked. “Doesn’t it sound cleaner when we all stop singing at the same time?”

Sometimes Janice wished she could direct a high school choir, where the students would be capable of singing different harmonies and wouldn’t need such intense instruction on the basics. But most of the time, she enjoyed the small part she had to play in encouraging younger children grow into confident and competent choir members. She especially enjoyed the light-bulb moments, such as the one Mandy and her choir mates seemed to have just experienced.

After she dismissed the choir, John, a fifth-grader who sang with all his heart, even if not with anything near the talent that Mandy had, approached her on his way out. “I’ve always loved that song,” he said, looking up at her with a grin. “I’m glad we’re singing it this year.”

Emotion clogged Janice’s throat. They hadn’t sung the carol last year, when John was there as a fourth-grader, because it used to be Janice’s second-favorite Christmas song. Her favorite Christmas carol.

And Peter’s.

So she’d avoided using the song in the holiday program as much as possible. The only reason the children were singing it this year is that she had multiple requests for it after last year’s holiday concert. 

Janice pushed her lips into a smile. “I’m glad you like it, John. Have a good rest of the day.”

“You, too, Ms. Michaels.” John left the room, and for the moment, Janice was left alone with her thoughts.

Mainly, she thought about how Tim had asked her out to dinner a couple of days ago, and she had yet to give him a firm answer. It had been a little over a week since she helped him with the ladder that one morning, and though they’d crossed paths a couple of times since then, they hadn’t said more to each other than hello, and Tim hadn’t texted or called her. She had decided she’d misinterpreted his attentions, when he showed up at her apartment a couple of evenings ago and extended the invitation. 

By the way his gaze had traveled all around, and how he’d kept fidgeting with his hands, he’d been nervous. That had endeared him all the more to her. It had also made her wonder if it had been a long time since he’d been on a date, too. Not that she’d ask, but he’d acted more like an inexperienced teenager than a mature man who was used to asking women out. 

Then again, maybe he’d been nervous that she would reject him. 

She still hadn’t decided whether she should. Despite the couple of pep talks that Kayla had given her over the past week, despite the prayers Janice had been sending up at odd times, she still didn’t know if it was right to make room in her life for another man. 

She was still just as scared as she’d been the day of the T.P.’d trees. 

What happened two and a half hours later when she got home from school, however, couldn’t have been a coincidence. God had to be behind it, somehow. 

As soon as she got out of the elevator in her apartment building and began walking toward her place, there was Tim, holding a rag against his right hand and jogging in her direction. 

“Tim? Tim, what’s wrong?” 

He had been fixated on the rag-covered hand, but at her voice he looked up. At the same time, she noticed a dark liquid ooze off the rag and drip onto the floor.

He was hurt.

She rushed to cover the distance between them, dropping her bag to the floor when she got to his side. “Here, let me see.” 

She reached for the wrapped hand, but he pulled it away. “It’s not a sight for the squeamish,” he said, his tone weary. “I think it’ll need stitches.”

“I’m not squeamish.” She didn’t mean to be curt, but an irrational urge to help him had taken over and she didn’t want him to push her away. “Let me see.”

With some reluctance, he uncovered his hand, holding the rag underneath it to try to prevent the blood from dripping onto the floor. Blood seeped from both his right index finger and thumb. 

She wrapped the rag over them again and tugged on Tim’s left arm. “Come on. Let me get that cleaned up so we can see how deep it really is.”

To her relief, he made no protest. “Box cutter knife slipped. I was dumb to try to use it, but I was already deep into the repair job when I realized I didn’t have my hack saw. Anyway, the knife sliced both my thumb and my finger.”

Janice cringed in sympathy. “Ow.” They arrived at her apartment, which she unlocked quickly. Tossing both her purse and bag onto the floor, she led Tim to the kitchen sink and turned on the water. He apparently guessed what she intended, for he unwrapped the wound and put his hand under the gentle flow.

It took only a few seconds to wash off the blood. Janice leaned her head down to take a close look at the cuts. When she raised her gaze to look at Tim, his mouth was inches away from hers. 

About a hundred butterflies took off flying under her bellybutton, and her heart began to race. Was he having a similar reaction? Was that a flicker of interest in his eyes, or was she just imagining things?

Heavens to Betsy, what on earth was she thinking? Straightening at lightning speed, she took a step away from him. Cleared her throat. “You’re free to go to the E. R. if you want,” she said, fighting to keep her voice calm, “but my opinion is that some antibiotics, a couple of butterfly bandages, and time will heal the cuts nicely.”

She turned, stepped to the refrigerator, and tore off a paper towel from the roll that was hanging there from a magnetic aluminum paper towel holder. Then she passed the towel to Tim, not daring to touch him. Or get close to him again. 

Tim folded the paper towel in half and covered the wounds with it. “So, not to be rude or blow you off or anything,” he said, “but where does this medical opinion come from?”

“Oh, my mother is a nurse.” Janice stepped close enough to be able to glance down at his hand, but not close enough to have another close encounter. “When I was growing up, both I and my sister had, at different times, cuts that were even deeper than what you have. Both times, my mom declared we didn’t need stitches, just to be extra careful for about a week to let the skin grow back.”

Tim smiled at her. “Well, that opinion’s good enough for me.”

Janice averted her gaze before his had the chance to draw her back into dangerous territory. “I’ll get the ointment and the bandages, then. I’ll be right back.” As she stepped into the dining area, she slanted a glance toward the table. “Oh, and please, sit down.” 

She hurried away into the bathroom, her mind a whirlwind of emotion. Pausing in front of the mirror, she stared at her red face, wide eyes, and heaving chest for several beats. She couldn’t deny it any longer. 

She wanted to explore a relationship with Tim.
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HAD SHE FELT WHAT HE’D felt? When their faces had been so close together as he washed his wound? He thought he’d seen some sort of reaction on her face, but couldn’t tell if it had been positive or negative. For a moment, she’d appeared stunned.

Regardless, as he sat at the table alone, pressing the paper towel against the cuts, he wondered if asking her to dinner had been such a smart thing to do. If the date went well, it would turn into more, and eventually he’d have to reveal his past to her. She was sure to break up with him once she found that out. And that would probably lead to heartache for both of them. He knew it would certainly land him in a heap of emotional turmoil. Even without ever having gone out with the woman, he felt strongly enough about her to know that if things ever got serious between them, he would fall hard and fast. 

Why, oh why, had he forgotten his hack saw when he came up here to do the job? Or, a better question, what was he thinking, trying to use a box cutter knife on PVC? His dad, who’d taught him well over half of everything he knew about repair work, would slap him upside the head if he were alive to hear about it. 

Tim glanced down at his hand, then up toward the apartment door. The bleeding seemed to have slowed. And he could still hear Janice rummaging around in her bathroom. He could probably be out the door and into the elevator before she knew he was gone. 

But as he shifted his weight to stand up and make a break for it, Janice reappeared, holding two bandage boxes and a tube of antibiotic ointment. 

“Sorry it took me so long.” Her tone sounded overly bright, as though she were forcing cheerfulness into it. As though she were nervous? Or, maybe she was regretting his intrusion on her evening. “I never need the butterfly bandages, so I’d forgotten where I put them.” 

Sitting down next to him, she pointed to the towel wrapped around his hand. “Okay, first, the antibiotic.” 

Her hand was shaking. So, she was nervous, not regretting. And the only reason Tim could think she’d be nervous was that she’d experienced the same awareness toward him at the sink that he’d felt toward her. 

A normal man would be thinking that was a good thing. Might even try to take advantage of it. But Tim...well, he just didn’t know how to proceed. 

He decided the best thing to do would be to take the next logical step, which was, in this case, to remove the towel from around his fingers so Janice could squeeze the ointment onto the cuts. He did so, amazed at the accurateness of her aim despite her shaking hand. 

As she capped the tube, she took in a long, deep breath, which she likely didn’t mean him to hear, but because of her proximity, he couldn’t help it. If she did it to steady herself, it worked somewhat, because as she peeled off the first butterfly bandage from its backing, the trembling in her hands lessened. Within a minute, she had applied those bandages, and larger, waterproof bandages on top of them.

“There.” She let out a satisfactory sigh, shooting him a smile before she stood up and began collecting the first aid items. “That should last you at four or five days, long enough for the skin to start growing back together.”

Her frenetic movements were a clear sign that her nervousness had returned in full force. He needed to make a decision. Walk out of there and keep his distance from her from now on, or make a move. The decision wasn’t easy, because he knew either one had the potential to bring misery.

He also knew that his heart was winning the battle that it had been waging with his head for the past ten minutes. And that at forty years of age, he didn’t have time not to take a risk with a woman that he felt an irrational and irresistible pull toward. Besides, he figured he at least deserved not to be left hanging in regard to the dinner invitation he’d offered her the other night.

He reached out the hand Janice had doctored and set it on her left forearm as she withdrew it from the table. She froze in place for several ticks before slowly turning her gaze in his direction. 

She bit her upper lip, then glanced away for a second as she sank back down into the chair. “I suppose you want an answer to your question from the other evening.” Her gaze slid back to his.

He moved his hand down her arm to rest on top of her fingers. “That’d be nice.” The current running between them was strong, and he realized she was, once again, dangerously close to him. 

Janice’s mouth twitched. Then, she gently pulled her hand out from under his as she let out a breath and broke her gaze away. Disappointment rose up into his chest, until she looked at him again, her face blooming into a smile. 

“I’d like to have dinner with you, Tim.” Her smile faded slightly. “I just...I don’t...there can’t be any expectations around it. I...” She glanced down, shaking her head. “This...never mind.” She looked back up at him, giving a small laugh. “I just need to take baby steps, okay?”

Tim smiled, relief washing over him. “Me, too.” He ventured to reach his hand out to hers again and give it a quick squeeze before bringing it back to his lap. “Me, too.” 

Chapter Seven.

“This is ridiculous.” So said Janice to her reflection in the mirror after she’d been staring at it for a good minute. 

That didn’t sound like a long time, but Janice generally didn’t spend a lot of time looking at her face. On school days the only makeup she wore was a smidgen of rouge and some lip gloss. If she spent any further time looking in the mirror, it was to check for that one strand of hair that liked to stick straight out if she didn’t comb it out just so, or to doctor the occasional pimple with castor oil.

Today was not a school day, however. It was Saturday, and she’d spent a good two hours in the middle of the night tossing and turning while she agonized over the wisdom of her decision to go out with Tim that evening. He was supposed to be at her door in about an hour, as a matter of fact. 

The thing that was ridiculous was her worry over the dark shadows under her eyes that had resulted in her nighttime restlessness. That, and the way she’d spent the past five minutes debating with herself about whether to attempt to cover them up, or even whether she should wear more makeup than usual, period. It was ridiculous because Tim mostly saw her when she came home from her job in the afternoon, and she knew she never looked all that put-together by that time of day. Yet, he had been attracted to her, to the extent that he had asked her out on a date. 

So he probably wouldn’t even notice the shadows, wouldn’t care whether or not she applied the full range of makeup, from foundation to lip liner. 

Her reflection rolled her eyes at her. “I don’t think I even own lip liner.” 

In the end, she decided to just go with what she usually wore to school. It was what Tim was used to; besides, she was wary of applying makeup close to her eyes because of the toxins it contained. 

Selecting an outfit was easy. On a teacher’s salary, she couldn’t afford to go crazy with a wardrobe, especially with clothing she wasn’t going to wear very often. So she had three dress-up choices for the fall and winter, typically reserved for school concerts or the rare occasions she had a meal out with a friend. She went with a black polyester dress with three-quarter sleeves, and which stopped just short of her knees. After sliding on a pair of pantyhose, she slipped her feet into an expensive pair of black Italian flats that her sister had given to her for her birthday three years ago. 

Then, she sat down to wait. If Tim was the typical guy, he was all ready to go and just waiting for the agreed-upon time to pick her up. She considered texting him to let him know she was ready. But then she would seem eager. And then he would inevitably start to develop those expectations that she had, a few days ago, instructed him not to have. 

Another ridiculous thing, because how can you go on a date with someone to whom you are attracted and have zero expectations?

She’d been sitting down, mindlessly scrolling through Facebook on her phone, when a horrible, eardrum-splitting sound exploded out in the hallway. She leapt to her feet, hand on her heart which had begun trying to beat out of her chest, for a moment unable to comprehend what was happening.

In the next second, she recognized the sound: the fire alarm. It was different from the one at school, and she’d never heard it go off before. Good thing she was ready to go out, because her coat and purse were both at hand. She snatched them up and rushed out of her apartment, assuming that since her door was cool and she couldn’t smell smoke, there was no fire in the hallway.

Three of the other residents on that floor came out of their apartments as she ran toward the stairway. Another stuck his head out the door as she passed by his apartment, asking her if she thought it was real.

“I’m not taking any chances,” she retorted, “and neither should you.”

When she got to the stairwell, she saw a half dozen other people pounding down the steps ahead of her. And when she reached the second-story landing, she began to smell smoke. She might have paused and wavered, except a lady who had already exited the stairwell on the first floor popped her head back in the door.

“Keep going!” she called up at Janice and the others trailing close behind her. “Looks like the fire’s at the other end of the hall on the first floor.”

A minute later, and she joined the small crowd gathered about ten yards away from the building. Dropping her purse to land at her feet, she shrugged into her coat with a shiver. The dress wasn’t nearly enough to keep her even slightly warm in the thirty-something degree evening air. 

Bending down to retrieve her purse, she froze halfway to the ground. Tim. Tim! He lived on the first floor. Grabbing the purse strap, she jerked back up and twisted her head this way and that, hoping to see him somewhere, anywhere. 

Some residents from the other buildings were trickling out of their respective entrances and gawking their way. She looked back toward the entrance of her own building. Took several steps closer to it. Strained to recognize the stragglers who were rushing out into the dimly lit parking lot. But none of them resembled Tim. 

Panic grabbed her throat. She swallowed. Told herself to calm down. Flames weren’t shooting out of the door or any of the windows. Likely as not, he’d stayed behind to help contain the fire. And had it under control. 

In the distance, sirens sounded. Help was coming. It would be okay. Tim would be okay. There hadn’t even been any visible fire in the hallway when she exited the building, just some smoke at the opposite end. 

She took a deep breath. Then another. Sent up a silent prayer that God would be with Tim. 

Still, her heart raced, and, despite the chill in the air, her palms grew sweaty. This didn’t make any sense, her intense fear. Of course, she was generally a compassionate person and didn’t want to see anybody hurt. But she didn’t know Tim well enough to have this level of concern for him.

The sirens shrilled seemingly right behind her as her surroundings lit up with flashing lights. Then the noise stopped, but the ground, the people, the trees, the front of the building continued to glow with intermittent flashes of red and white. 

She was vaguely aware of being told to step back, vaguely aware of a hand on her shoulder pulling her back toward her group of neighbors, vaguely aware of someone asking her if she was okay.

She couldn’t answer. She could only stare at the three men in uniform running into the building.

No. They weren’t running. Actually, they didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry. What was wrong with them? Her apartment building had caught on fire! She wanted to scream at them to run. To make sure he was all right.

She couldn’t lose him. She couldn’t lose her husband. No. No.

And then, thirty seconds later, a lone figure emerged from the building. Was it...? 

Yes! He grew close enough for her to recognize him. And except for mussed up hair and some smudges on the suit he was wearing, he looked just fine.

She broke away from the crowd and began running toward him. “Peter!” she shouted. “Peter!”
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JANICE? WAS THAT JANICE racing toward him like a spooked horse? But who was Peter? Was she talking to him, and she’d mixed up his name with another acquaintance of hers? Or was there someone else in her life, much more than an acquaintance, she hadn’t told him about?

Maybe that was what had taken her so long to accept his date. She’d been seeing someone else.

Tim’s heart sank at the thought. Even if she hadn’t been seeing that Peter guy exclusively, she would surely choose him over Tim once she discovered his past.

His mind had no chance to go any further because no sooner had those thoughts flown through his head, than Janice had thrown herself against him so hard he almost lost his balance and toppled over. 

She wrapped her arms around him and began sobbing loudly. Should he push her away and tell her that she’d mistaken him for someone else, or comfort her until she’d calmed down?

She was hysterical, which confused him even more than the name thing. It’s not like a bomb had exploded, or that the entire building had caught on fire. But since she was hysterical, he figured the logical course of action would be to offer her some comfort. 

So he returned her embrace, stroking her hair and shushing her and telling her it was all right. Not fifteen seconds after she’d slammed into him, she abruptly pulled out of his arms and stared at him with wide eyes and a gaping mouth. 

“Oh, Tim!” She put a hand over her lips. “I’m so sorry. I was afraid you’d...and then my mind went back to...” Taking a couple of steps back, she began to shake her head vigorously. “Never mind. Never mind. Oh, heavens, how embarrassing.” She gave a hysterical giggle. “You must think that I’m insane. Maybe I am.” 

Tim wanted to stop her, wanted to ask her where her mind had gone, who Peter was, wanted to explain that it had just been an old clothes dryer that had caught fire and that he’d put it out before the firefighters had arrived, but her words were pouring out like water over Niagara Falls. 

“Listen, Tim, it doesn’t look like tonight would be a good night for us to go out.” Janice took another step back. “We’re both a mess, and you maybe have some cleaning up you’re going to want to get done. And, oh, Tim, I’m sorry. I’m just not...this was a mistake, okay? I...I need to go.”

She pivoted on her heel and fled in the opposite direction before he could think to reach out for her. He stared after her as she reached the group of residents bunched together about twenty feet away, scooped her purse from the ground, and rushed across the parking lot. When he finally shook himself from the shock of her unexpected and intense outburst, he made a move in her direction, but it was too late. She yanked open the door of the Prius she’d run toward, flung herself inside, and pulled out of the parking lot.

For the longest time, he stood in that same spot, halfway between the building and the group of residents who, like him, had watched Janice’s hurried departure, and who were now beginning to disperse and mumble complaints about the cold. His mind kept replaying Janice’s parting words. This was a mistake. I need to go.

She was right. It was a mistake. He shouldn’t have asked her out. He should have done his level best to maintain a safe distance from her. If he thought he could easily find another job, he would even consider seeking employment elsewhere. In another state, if necessary. 

A slap on his back finally shook him out of his stupor. “Hey, man, look at you, all dressed up.”

Tim snapped his gaze over to the twenty-something man sending him a sly smile. “Got a date tonight or something?”

The question stung. Tim shifted his gaze away from the second-floor resident to look out to the parking lot. “A date with a fire, I guess.”

“So, everybody’s asking when we can go back inside.”

Tim lifted a shoulder, his mood turning sour. “When some authority tells us we can, I guess. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” Shoving his hands in his pants pockets, he tromped away. It was getting cold, and he’d be warmer in his car than standing out here.

Once seated inside his F150, he started the engine, turned up the heat, and pulled out his phone. He stared down at the screen for several ticks, wondering if he should text Janice to see if she was okay. But her words came back to him: It was a mistake.

In other words, she didn’t want to get involved with him. And if she didn’t want that, then she didn’t want to be receiving texts or calls from him, for any reason.

Instead, he did a quick search and found the website for the restaurant he’d made reservations at tonight. Called the number. And cancelled the reservations.

As he shut down the phone, his heart felt cold. And it had nothing to do with the weather outside.

Chapter Eight.

“Wow.” Kayla blew out a breath. “Just, wow.”

“I know.” Janice wiped her eyes for the tenth time on the third tissue she’d plucked out of her purse since telling Kayla what had happened last night. The two of them were sitting on folding chairs in one of the rooms that the church used as a Sunday school class. Kayla’s husband, Les, and Shelly were showing mild flu symptoms so Kayla had insisted that they stay home. Brian had gone home to have dinner with a friend who lived only four blocks away from them.

“Has that ever happened before?” Kayla asked. “Calling out Peter’s name when you were in a panic?”

Janice shook her head, feeling more foolish than ever. And a little afraid. “I haven’t encountered an emergency like that since...you know, where someone I cared about might be in danger.”

Kayla leaned back, an eyebrow going up. “So, you care about Tim? Did I miss something earlier?”

Janice’s face heated. She hadn’t meant to make that admission. “No. I don’t mean love or anything, but...” She let her sentence trail off, not knowing exactly what she meant.

Kayla leaned forward, putting a hand on Janice’s arm. “But he’s at least reached friend status in your mind?”

As long as her friend was reading her thoughts, Janice might as well come clean. “Maybe more than a friend.”

Her hand sliding away, Kayla knit her brow. “This seems...sudden.”

Janice lifted a shoulder, then dabbed the tissue under her nose. “We’ve been acquaintances for a while. Had a few conversations.”

“And now you want to shut down what you have because you freaked out.” Kayla’s tone turned stern, almost as cold as the mid-November weather outside. Obviously, she disapproved of Janice’s plan to extricate herself out of whatever she and Tim had going before it went any deeper.

Janice sighed, frustration clawing inside her. She crossed her arms over her chest and frowned. “Kay, I didn’t tell you all this to get a verbal spanking. Or an opinion. I told you because I’m afraid...I mean, Peter’s been dead for ten years, for heaven’s sake.” She did her best to ignore the pain that knifed through her at the declaration. “And his name slipped out like I’ve been in a coma for all those years.”

“Maybe you have.”

Janice jerked back as if Kayla had just thrown a pail of cold water at her. “What?”

“Think about it.” Kayla crossed one leg over the other and shifted in her chair. “You haven’t gone on a date in ten years. You haven’t told anyone else except me about Peter. As far as I can tell, I’m the only real friend you even have at school, and you stay holed up in your apartment unless I invite you somewhere. 

“You’ve pulled away from your family, hardly talk to anybody at school gatherings, and have been nicknamed the Grinch of Christmas Past, Present, and Yet To Come!” 

Janice felt all the blood drain from her face. Kayla stared at her for several beats, then dropped her gaze to her lap. “I...I didn’t mean to tell you that.”

Janice swallowed. “Who calls me the Grinch?” she asked quietly. 

Kayla looked back up, her face flushed. “I don’t know who started it. But I’ve heard several teachers call you that over the past four years.” She reached a hand to touch Janice’s knee. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have – "

“No, no.” She waved her hand. “I’ve turned down more than one invitation to a Christmas party. I guess maybe I offended somebody.” She shrugged as Kayla brought her hand to settle onto her own leg. “And, you’re right. I have been living in my own world for a decade. I guess you could call it a kind of emotional coma.”

Tilting her head, Kayla gave her a small smile. “So you’re not upset with me?”

Janice shook her head. “No.” She focused on a point beyond Kayla’s head. “But I still...calling out his name like that...”

The two women sat quietly for a minute, until Kayla’s phone chirped. She pulled it out of her purse, read the screen, and groaned. “Shelly’s come down with a fever. Well.” She tucked the phone back and gave Janice an apologetic smile as she got to her feet. “I need to go. But, Janice, I want you to think about getting back in touch with that therapist you were seeing when you first moved here. Not because you’re crazy,” she added, leaning down to give Janice a quick hug, “but because I think what you need to get untangled is more than I can help you with.”

Janice wanted to forget half of what Kayla had said. The mere thought of getting involved with society again panged inside her chest. Not only because it might cause her to forget what she had with Peter, but also because she didn’t want to risk another heartbreak. That was the mistake she’d mentioned to Tim. Getting close to someone might mean losing them. And she didn’t want to go through that ever again, no matter what.

She drove home from church, untypically anxious. Normally, after a church service was the time she felt most at peace, with herself and with the world. But this morning, she was afraid of running into Tim. An irrational fear, because she’d rarely encountered him on a Sunday morning, not even this late. Whether he slept in, spent his day off in front of the T.V., or attended one of the other two churches in this small town, she didn’t know, but he made himself scarce on this day. 

Nevertheless, she wasn’t surprised that when she walked into her apartment building, Tim was standing in front of his apartment door, turning the key. It would just figure she’d have to run into him the day after the night that she’d humiliated herself in his presence.

He glanced up as she stepped in, then did a double take. His gaze slammed into hers, and held it for several harrowing seconds. Even though he was a good ten feet away, she could see confusion and pain flicker across his expression. 

Her fault, she knew. Even though she’d told him not to have any expectations, even though she’d never dated any man except Peter, she was old enough to realize that Tim took a risk in asking her out, and had been pleased when she’d accepted.

And then she’d backed out. Guilt twisted her gut. She did her best not to gossip, and to keep her words soft and kind. So to realize that she’d hurt someone, even a little, made her feel wretched. 

Should she say something? Apologize? Wait for him to speak first? 

Then he tore his gaze away, pushed his apartment door open, and disappeared inside, closing the door behind him. The action shouldn’t have made her feel like crying, especially after the decision she’d made a little while ago. But, it did. When Tim had closed his door, she had felt her heart crack. 

Which made no sense, given the current status of their relationship.

Taking a deep breath, she headed for the stairs and dragged herself up to the fourth floor, blinking back tears the entire way as she mentally admonished herself to be strong. She’d already shed enough salty drops for one day. And despite what Kayla had said, Janice had made it fine for this long. She could continue on the same path. It’s not like she was utterly miserable. She had a fulfilling job and found ways to enjoy herself during long breaks from school sessions. 

Still, when she entered her apartment, the silence inside it was almost oppressive. It was what had made her consider going out with Tim in the first place. She walked over to the table, setting down her purse and keys. Hands on hips, she looked around the place. She was tired of being alone. And she was feeling lonely. But did that mean she needed a man? Someone who would push Peter completely out of her heart and mind?

No. Janice’s mind drifted back to her conversation with Kayla at the church. Kayla had pointed out that she was Janice’s only real friend. Perhaps that was the root of Janice’s loneliness, that she had only one person she felt she could share her heart with. She’d come to know her other colleagues pretty well during the past few years, at least as well as someone could who was guarding her heart like Buckingham Palace, and there were a few other female teachers she could see herself opening up to. Even to whom she could speak about Peter. And to whom she could explain the real reason she didn’t celebrate Christmas, because some of the school staff believed she was just one of those extreme Christians who believed Christmas was pagan and therefore to be avoided at all costs, or risk eternal damnation. 

It’s what they believed, because it’s what Janice had told them. Because not long after Peter’s death, she searched for any excuse to lock the holiday on a high shelf inside the deepest of cellars, and discovered a whole world of anti-Christmas Christians. 

Yes. Starting tomorrow, she’d become friendlier. She’d force herself to be conversational, and begin to form deeper bonds with two or three of the other teachers. She would also reach out to her parents and sister more often. She may even start inviting other single women she knew at the church to have dinner with her sometimes after services. 

Yes, once she put that plan into action, the loneliness would disappear. She was sure of it. That would solve her problem. She felt happier and less lonely just having made the decision. 

Yet, as she went about preparing a simple meal of a sandwich and carrot sticks, the picture of Tim standing in front of his apartment door, looking at her with pain flashing in his eyes, refused to be shaken.

Chapter Nine.

Was God playing a cruel joke on him? Before now, Tim had only run into Janice maybe once a week, sometimes less. But in the past ten days since the fire, he’d passed by, or come close to passing her by, five times. Each time, she’d either avert her gaze and rush away without a word, or he’d turn and walk the other way. Each time, an invisible fist squeezed his heart. He knew the reaction was absurd as well as he knew that she deserved someone better than he. 

But the pain of her rejection wasn’t diminishing. It seemed to be getting stronger, whether he actually saw her, or was simply thinking about her. Because he couldn’t stop thinking about her.

And so he found himself seated in front of the desk of his boss, the apartment complex manager, making the request that he knew he had only a snowball’s chance in a hot place of seeing fulfilled.

Chen Hon’s eyebrows slanted together until his eyes were mere slits. “I must tell you, I am very hesitant to let you go.” His r’s came out like l’s in the typical fashion of first-generation American Chinese. “Especially after your quick thinking at the fire, what was it, a week or so ago? Even if not for that, I have never had a maintenance man as clever or hard-working as you.”

Forcing a smile, Tim nodded. “Appreciate it. I believe in doing my best, no matter the job.” He almost flinched, remembering how he’d slacked off in the manner of using a box cutter knife on PVC. But he could honestly say that such lazy slip-ups were rare for him.

“I can’t refuse your two-week notice, of course.” Chen folded his hands over his desk. “And I can try to put in a good word for you among my business associates. But if you will recall, I hired you with much reluctance, and only because we had a mutual acquaintance who nearly begged me to take you on.” He raised an eyebrow. “You have to know that it will not be so easy for a man like you to find employment elsewhere.”

Tim squirmed. Well did he know the truth of that statement. But he had to try. He had to get away from Janice.

He glanced down to the desktop. “I know.”

Chen leaned forward. “You know, I have been thinking that you deserve a raise. And after how you responded to that fire, I have been thinking you deserve a bigger raise than I had originally planned. Fifteen percent.”

Tim sat back in his chair. Raised his brow. He wasn’t expecting this. He’d expected Chen to not be happy about him wanting to leave. He’d even expected Chen to bring up the fact that Tim wouldn’t have an easy time finding another job. But Chen’s offer of a raise was a complete surprise. 

Of course, as a maintenance man, Tim would never make anything close to the income he’d been raking in several years ago. But Tim had learned the hard way what kind of trouble obsession with money can put you in. He’d learned to return to and appreciate the simple life of his childhood. 

And he also knew that if ever there was a gift horse he’d better not look in the mouth, it was the one Chen had set before him. Though Tim generally enjoyed his work, he would one day like to retire from it. And if he did ever meet a lady who might appreciate his affections, he wanted to be able to offer something more than the meager salary he’d been making during the past year. 

He could keep working here. He could continue to avoid Janice. Better, he could talk to her the next time he saw her, bring this crazy roller coaster ride his heart had been on for the past couple of months to an end. Even if she refused to talk with him, he knew he would eventually get over her. And, who knows? She might be planning to move out after her current lease was up.

Tim sat up straight and nodded, not having to force the smile that spread over his lips. He extended his right hand, which had recovered nicely from the nasty cuts from two weeks ago. “Thank you, sir. I accept.”

Chen grinned and shook his hand. “I am glad to hear it, Tim. And I think you are making a wise decision. Your paycheck should reflect the raise within the month.”

Within the month? Not after the new year? Then, he would have extra money for Christmas. The extra money he’d hoped to have, but had been sure he wouldn’t.

As if reading his mind – but more likely reading Tim’s widened eyes and slightly open mouth – Chen chuckled and said, “We can call it an early Christmas present, right?”

Tim grinned. “And probably the most generous one I’ve ever received.”

He left Chen’s office, his muscles nearly aching from the smile that persisted on his face. His sister, Becca, older than he was by five years, could keep giving him the cold shoulder, but she couldn’t keep him from sending his two nephews a gift. And their ages of fourteen and seventeen meant that they could have a say in whether they received the gifts. Tim knew they would want them, since up until three years ago the three of them had had a great relationship. He’d almost been like a dad to them, substituting for the jerk who had left Becca seven years ago. 

Sure, he was hoping that if he was able to bless his nephews with a special gift, their mother might see that he was doing his best to make amends. But mostly, he wanted them to know that he still thought about them, still cared, even though Becca had done her best to keep him away.

Speaking of Christmas...as he continued walking, he thought he saw a tiny white flake flutter down in front of him. He stopped, looked up at the low, gray clouds. The meteorologists had predicted a small chance of flurries tonight, but not this afternoon. However, as Tim stood there, another flake, then another passed in front of his nose, confirming that he hadn’t been seeing things. If he could smile even wider, he would have. If there was something he liked more than Christmas, it was a white Christmas. And if this was how the weather was shaping up a week and a half before Thanksgiving, he knew from experience that chances were good the ground would be covered in white by late December.

He was so engrossed in his thoughts about the raise and his nephews and Christmas that he almost didn’t notice the female figure walking from the parking lot to Building B. He only noticed her because of the way she was dragging her feet. And when he noticed her, he recognized her.

Janice.

He’d been on his way to Building C to check out a report of a ceiling leak, and began to quicken his steps in that direction before Janice could see him. But something stopped him. It was as if an invisible hand had grabbed him around the waist and arrested his steps.

And in the next moment, he felt a heaviness in his gut. Dread? Was something wrong with Janice?

He huffed out a bitter laugh. He was more smitten than he’d thought, seeing things that weren’t there. Likely as not, she’d had a rough day at school. And he needed to not care about that, if he was going to put the distance between them. That’s what he needed to do in order to keep himself from becoming further emotionally entangled with her. 

He took five purposeful strides toward Building C, but each step grew heavier, and his stomach began to churn with anxiety. Though he believed in God and the basics of the Bible, he never considered himself to be particularly spiritual. He’d never been one to experience things like hearing the voice of God. But right now, in this moment, if God wasn’t trying to tell him something, he didn’t know what was happening.

Tim halted, turned, and took a step toward Janice. As he did, her next step toward Building B faltered. The bag in her hand fell to the sidewalk, and she wobbled back and forth, as though she’d lost her balance. 

Or, as though she were about to faint.

He bolted forward, but was too late. When he was ten feet away from her, she crumpled to the ground with a low moan. It was a slow, controlled fall, however, and she landed on her knees in the grass right next to the sidewalk. Not quite a faint. But there was definitely something wrong.

Tim closed the distance between them in the space of two heartbeats, calling her name. She didn’t look up, her head hanging as she leaned forward and placed both palms on the ground in front of her. 

He kneeled down next to her and put a hand around her arm. “Janice, what’s wrong? Do you need help? An ambulance?”

Her breath heaved, and turning her head to look at him seemed to take all of her strength. “No.” The word came out on a puff of breath that was swallowed up by a car passing them. “No ambulance. I’m...just...think...the...” 

And she collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

––––––––
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“JANICE? JANICE, CAN you hear me?”

The familiar voice sounded distant. Or maybe it was just quiet, as if the speaker was afraid of awakening her from a slumber. If she was asleep, she was having a bad dream. She had a thunderous headache, and was hot all over. She’d suspected some of her wayward emotions lately might have been the onset of perimenopause, but she was pretty sure she shouldn’t be having hot flashes before she turned forty.

“Maybe I should just let you sleep for a while.”

The voice sounded clearer now, closer. At the sound of it, a warmth spread through her, a gentle, comforting warmth, not the fire that irritated as it burned through her veins. As if her soul knew who owned the voice, knew that the person intended well for her. Cared for her, even.

If only her head would clear. Perhaps she could open her eyes. She concentrated all her strength on doing just that. But when she succeeded, the light that entered them doubled the pain of the ache throbbing behind her temples. Groaning, she squeezed her eyes shut again.

“Good, good, you’re with me.” Relief replaced the worry in his voice.

Tim’s voice. Yes. Tim. That’s who it was. 

Wait. Tim? What was he doing here? Where was she? What had happened?

Slowly, the cobwebs cleared out of her mind, and she remembered. She’d fainted outside the apartment building, and when she’d come to, Tim had practically carried her to the elevator, kept a tight hold on her all the way up to the fourth floor, and more or less dragged her to her apartment. 

At least, she assumed this was her apartment. She couldn’t remember much after getting off the elevator. But if he’d taken her to his place, they wouldn’t have needed to get on the elevator. Slanting a glance to her right, she saw the small bedside lamp with the pink and pastel blue beads hanging from the bottom of its shade. Yes, this was her bedroom.

She shifted her gaze to look at Tim. He was standing next to her bed, gazing down at her with a creased forward.

“Janice, do you need to go to the E.R.?” The concern in his voice matched the expression on his face. “I wouldn’t mind running you there. I’m pretty much done for the day.”

Janice shook her head back and forth on the pillow, but only twice. Even that slight movement sent a stabbing pain through her skull. “I think it’s just the flu.” The words grated against her throat which had been feeling more and more raw since lunchtime. “Just need...some water. And rest.”

Tim’s frown deepened. “You’re burning up with fever.”

Now the fire running through her made sense. She’d only felt a little warmer than usual when she left for school that morning, and a little run down. She had no idea the symptoms could progress so quickly. She might feel guilty about going at all today, but she wasn’t the first teacher to get sick during the past three weeks, and plenty of students had already been absent due to influenza, as well. It seemed to be running rampant in their small town this month.

“The thermometer...in the kitchen. Last drawer at the end of the counter.” 

“I’ll be right back.” Tim left the room, and was back within ninety seconds with the thermometer, a coaster from off the living room coffee table, and a glass of ice water. He placed the latter two items on the nightstand as he handed her the thermometer.

A coaster? What man would ever think of using a coaster? Especially a single man who was not in his own home? Maybe Tim had been married before, and his ex had been extremely particular about such things. Or maybe he was one of those rare men that was particular about such things. 

Whichever the case, gratitude surged inside her at the thoughtful gesture. In her current state of mind, she wouldn’t have considered such a detail. And would have kicked herself later when she saw a circular stain on the varnish.

Janice pressed the button to start the thermometer, inserted it under her tongue, and waited while Tim hovered over her, his brow wrinkled and his hands shoved into his pocket. If she didn’t feel so exhausted, or in such pain, she’d ask him to leave the room. Leave her apartment. Or, at least sit down on the end of the bed. But she felt so horrible that his presence, his nearness, didn’t feel awkward or embarrassing. It actually brought her comfort. Made her feel safe. 

The thermometer beeped, and she pulled it out of her mouth to read it. “One hundred three point three,” she told Tim. “Not dangerous.”

He took the thermometer, then picked up the glass of water. “You need help sitting up?”

Janice rolled over onto her side and, using her elbow, managed to push herself into a sitting position. The movement took unbelievable effort, however; she hadn’t felt this weak due to an illness since she was a child. She was worse off than she’d thought. Still, a doctor wouldn’t give her any different advice than she already knew to do. And antibiotics were no good for a virus.

Tim handed her the water and sat next to her on the bed, placing his hand behind her upper back to support her. It was an intimate gesture, but again, it didn’t bother her. On the contrary, she appreciated the gentle contact.

She drank half the water and immediately felt a little better. Handing the glass back to Tim, she gave him a weak smile and a nod. “I don’t want to keep you. I’m sure I’ll be much better in the morning.”

Tim’s brow pinched down, his hand sliding away from her. “I don’t think a nasty case like this is going to clear up in a hurry.” He twisted around to put the glass back on the coaster. “And you’re not keeping me from anything.” 

Was he planning on crashing on her couch and spending the next few days nursing her back to health? Now that she was feeling somewhat revived, she knew that would be a bad idea. 

She opened her mouth to demand that he leave, but then a wave of dizziness crashed over her so that she had to put both of her hands down on the bed to try to keep some sense of equilibrium. However, as soon as her palms hit the mattress, the room began to spin and she couldn’t stay upright. She flopped back onto her pillow with a grunt.

Tim brushed her hair that had fallen over the front of her face away. “Janice? What happened?”

Janice took three deep breaths to fight off the ensuing nausea. “Dizzy.” Tim was right; she was right back where she had started a few minutes ago when she’d awakened. 

A few seconds later, her body stopped feeling like it was being tossed about a small boat on rough waters, and she closed her eyes. She needed to call the school office manager, get a substitute for tomorrow. She needed to tell Tim to call Kayla. But sleep was quickly pulling her out of conscious awareness. Not even the horrible headache could keep her awake. And maybe if she slept long enough, the pain would go away. 

With a sigh, she snuggled her face against the pillow, vaguely conscious of her covers being pulled up over her shoulders, barely hearing Tim whisper...something. 

Tim. He shouldn’t be here. He should leave. But...he was here. And...she liked it. She felt...wished...

And the darkness swallowed her up again. 

Chapter Ten.

“So, you’re the infamous Tim.” Her voice quiet, the petite woman with the round figure winked up at him when he opened Janice’s apartment door for her.

Tim raised his eyebrows as he shut the door behind her. Of course, if this woman was Janice’s best friend as she’d claimed to be when he answered Janice’s phone twenty minutes ago, Janice would have told her about the date that never was.

“She didn’t tell me you were so cute.”

She laughed when heat crept up his neck, promptly throwing a hand over her mouth to mute the sound. “Sorry.” She lowered her voice again, then canted her head toward the bedroom door which was open a crack, in case Janice called for help. “She asleep?”

Tim lifted a shoulder. “Far as I know.”

The woman, Kayla, set her purse down on a dining room chair and shrugged out of her coat. Without thinking, Tim helped her when she seemed to be struggling with the left sleeve. 

Kayla turned to look at him as the coat slid off, quirking one eyebrow. “You help women take off their coats? You’re a keeper. I need to talk some sense into that girl.”

Tim’s face burned. What could he say to that? Nothing came to mind, so he simply stood with Kayla’s coat in his hand, unsure of what to do with it until she took it from him with a “thank you” and a grin, and hung it over the chair holding her purse. 

Rubbing the back of his neck, he took a step backward. “Uh, I guess I should go?” He didn’t want to. Had actually felt disappointed after Kayla declared that she was going to come over and see how her friend was doing. 

Only after he’d hung up the phone did he realize that he’d been looking forward to taking care of Janice, even if it meant crashing on her couch. He knew he shouldn’t place himself in a position of being so close to her. Isn’t that why he’d gone to see Chen earlier that day?

“No, you shouldn’t.” Kayla’s tone matched her stern expression, which softened in the next instant. “I’m sorry. Still in schoolteacher-slash-mother mode.”

Understanding dawned. “You teach at the same school as Janice?”

She nodded. “How about we sit down and chat for a minute?” she asked as she gestured toward the living room. 

“Kay? Is that you?” Janice’s gravelly, weak voice floated through her bedroom door. Tim could only make out the words because he was standing mere feet away from it. 

Kayla looked at Tim, eyebrows raised, then turned back to go into the bedroom. “Yes, it’s me.”

Tim backed away to let her pass, wondering if now would be a good time to make his getaway. But when Kayla stepped inside the bedroom and he didn’t follow, she turned, frowned, and made a sharp gesture for him to go with her. 

He suppressed a sigh. Kayla’s unconventional greeting a few minutes ago had been a sore reminder of why he shouldn’t have been the one to accompany Janice home. At least, he shouldn’t have lingered as he did. 

Shouldn’t, should, shouldn’t, should. He wanted to roll his eyes at himself. The fact was, he cared for Janice, and there’d been no one else around to help her at the time. And how many people would have wanted to risk getting sick, anyway? He didn’t worry, because he got the flu shot every year, and it worked for him.

He followed behind Kayla, staying right next to the door as he watched her walk up to the bed. Janice tracked her movements, giving her the same weak smile that she’d given him before she went back to sleep.

Kayla put her hands on her full hips, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. This is all my fault.”

“Not hardly.” Janice’s voice was hoarse. Tim resisted the temptation to interrupt and ask her if she wanted more water. “Everybody’s getting sick.”

Kayla eased carefully onto the side of the bed. “But I was probably the one who gave it to you.”

Janice lifted her hand a few inches from the bed in what Tim supposed to be a gesture of dismissal. “If not you –" she cut herself off with a cough – “then it would have been someone else.”

“You need some water.” Kayla stood up, her gaze catching on the glass on the nightstand as she turned to head toward the door. “Oh.” She looked at Tim with a raised brow, as though surprised he’d already thought to fulfill such a basic need. 

She sat back down. With practiced ease and without asking permission, Kayla looped her arm down around Janice’s shoulder and helped her to sit up. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think that Kayla’s day job was as some kind of caregiver. But she’d said she was a mother too, right? That would explain her easy behavior with sick people. 

She reached to the nightstand with her free hand and held the glass to Janice’s mouth while Janice drank. “Good job,” she said when Janice was finished, then laughed. “Sorry. Habit. You want to sit up? I’ll help you arrange the pillows.”

Janice must have nodded or answered quietly, because in short order, Kayla had the pillows arranged against the headboard so that Janice could lean against them. 

Then Kayla stood up and faced him. “Tim, come here.” 

The abrupt change in her tone, from gentle friendliness to all business, nearly made him jump. She seemed almost to be two different people. He moved to stand next to her, trying to maintain a casual stance and force a pleasant smile onto his face, because somehow, he sensed a conflict coming on.

Kayla crossed her arms as she looked up at him. “Tim, would you be able to sleep on her couch tonight?”

Janice gasped. Without turning toward her, Kayla pointed a warning finger in her direction. “My turn.” She tilted her chin up at Tim. “Well?”

Tim stared at her for several beats. Kayla trusted him to take care of Janice, and, he assumed, not to try to take advantage of her in the process. Odd, since they’d only just met. What, exactly, had Janice told her about him? Apparently only good things. He wondered how much either woman would trust him if he revealed his past.

He wavered a moment longer, unsure of how to respond. Obviously, Janice wasn’t eager for him to stay. He reached his right hand behind his neck and rubbed it. “I...well, yes, I would be able to, but –"

“And look after her for the next three days or so?” Kayla interrupted. “Pop in on her every hour or two, check to see if she needs anything?” 

Tim nodded. He’d planned to do that in any case, at least tomorrow.

Triumph splashed over Kayla’s features. “It’s settled, then.” She turned to Janice, pointing to her again. “And no arguments. You’re not doing well right now, and I can’t leave my husband and kids longer than three hours or the house will be a wreck when I get home.”

“Kayla.” Janice drew out the name between clenched teeth. 

Kayla looked at Tim. “I need a word in private with Miss Stubborn here.”

Relieved, Tim nodded again, stepped out of the room, and closed the door all the way. He walked over to the kitchen to ensure that he didn’t overhear anything that wasn’t meant to be overheard. A couple of minutes later, Kayla emerged, her expression now tender as she closed the door behind her. Tim lifted his brow in silent question as she approached.

“I’m sorry for overstepping.” Kayla stopped in front of him and sighed. “But I’ve never seen her this sick before. I’m worried about her.”

Tim nodded. “I understand.”

Kayla put a hand on his arm. “I know it’s strange for me to say this, but I trust you. You have to be a good guy if Janice was willing to go out with you.”

Tim couldn’t help it; he flinched.

Kayla patted his arm. “I know, and for what it’s worth, she feels terrible about how she just ditched you like that.”

His eyes widened. “Oh?”

Kayla dipped her chin, then removed her hand from his arm and used it to pick up the coat from off the chair. She sighed again. “Tim, far be it from me to tell you what to do with your life. But,” she slanted a glance toward the bedroom before turning back to him, “if you think there’s a chance she’s the right woman for you, don’t give up on her.” She stared at him a moment longer, opened her mouth as if to say something else, then snapped it shut for a few seconds before thanking him and walking out the door.

The door of Janice’s apartment. Where he was supposed to stay tonight. Wouldn’t this be lovely gossip for the complex community? To prevent the gossip from costing him his job, he immediately texted Chen the situation. And then, he just stood staring at the bedroom door for a long time. Kayla had told him not to give up on her. When not ninety minutes earlier, giving up on her was exactly what he had planned. 

He let out a long breath. Lord, I could use some wisdom and discernment here. Every little bit You can spare.

Chapter Eleven.

Janice awoke the next morning feeling like she’d been run over by a loaded eighteen-wheeler. What was wrong with her? Her eyelids felt like they weighed a ton as she pried them open to look at the alarm clock.

Eight-fifteen! She was late for –

No, she wasn’t. Well, she was, but she didn’t have to worry about it. Though still groggy, the two seconds of sheer panic had fully awakened her. Last night Kayla had told her that she would call in for a substitute teacher. Her friend had also insisted that Janice needed someone to watch over her for at least that night to make sure the fever didn’t get any worse, and that Tim was the perfect person. 

Janice had decided not to argue. As reluctant as she was to admit it, she didn’t relish the idea of being alone when she was so sick, and she’d appreciated Tim’s presence up to that point. Besides, she’d already decided that she needed more friends. Maybe she and Tim could build a friendship. And just a friendship?

While she could have taken care of herself last night, she wouldn’t have done the job as well as Tim had. She would have done nothing more than drag herself to the bathroom as needed, taken a couple of aspirin, and slept. But Tim had spent the first two hours after Kayla left putting cold cloths on her forehead. He’d also, without her having to ask, brought the aspirin and more water to her bedside, and somewhere in there he’d fixed her peppermint tea per her instructions. He’d sat on the edge of the bed while she drank, and when a fit of feverish shivers had caused her hands to begin trembling, he’d held the cup to her lips for her.

He’d even offered to run to the store and buy some chicken noodle soup or anything else she thought she might want to eat, but she declined the offer, not having had much of an appetite since that morning. He, on the other hand, should feel free to help himself to whatever food she had on hand, she had spoken with a voice so raspy she wondered what her students would think if they heard her try to sing with it. 

She sank back into her pillow, then realized that her sinuses were so clogged she had to breathe through her mouth. That might have been more than half the reason her throat hurt so much.

Despite her discomfort, an involuntary smile formed on her face. Tim had been so kind, his words and voice so tender, that it made her heart ache to recall it. She hadn’t been this pampered since...well, it had been more than ten years. She’d forgotten how lovely it was to have someone to look after her. Not that she ever required much looking after, but it was nice to have someone around if only to give her a hug when she was having a bad day.

Rolling onto her back, she maneuvered the covers until they were up to her neck, and waited for the guilt. She should be feeling guilty that she was actually enjoying Tim’s care. That is, care she would enjoy receiving if she weren’t feeling so poorly. 

But the guilt didn’t come. Instead, she just felt grateful. If there was any guilt at all, it had nothing to do with Peter, but over the possibility that Kayla had twisted Tim’s arm into staying last night, and over the fact that his caring for Janice had to have been an inconvenience.

A soft tapping at the door interrupted her thoughts. She turned her head toward it. It was open a couple of inches, but she couldn’t see Tim. She gathered he was keeping the door between his eyes and her, in case she needed her privacy. Yet another thing to draw her to him, this sensitivity and thoughtfulness. If Kayla had set this up as a matchmaking scheme, it might just work.

“Come in,” she said. Her throat didn’t feel any better than it had last night. In fact, it might have felt worse.

The door opened wider, revealing a disheveled-looking Tim. His hair was mussed and stubble darkened his normally clean-shaven face. 

He looked adorable. 

Especially when he gifted her with a gentle smile as he stepped inside. “Morning, Janice. How are you feeling?”

She did a quick assessment. She already knew her throat was killing her and her nose was stuffed up. Her head still ached some, but for the moment it wasn’t so bad that she’d take medication for it. Her body wasn’t as hot as it had been yesterday afternoon, but it was still hot. Then again, sleeping in her clothes with a comforter over her could account for that. 

She tested her weakness by rolling onto her side and trying to push herself up. It still took a Herculean effort, and made her a little dizzy. Plus, the slight motion made her aware of joint aches she hadn’t remembered being there yesterday. 

She eased back down to a prone position with a moan. “Not much better, I’m afraid.” Although somehow she would try to manage a shower and to change into her flannel pajamas. 

Tim made no move to approach her. This felt more awkward than if he had walked over and sat down on the edge of the bed. Maybe it was the way he was shifting his weight between his feet and rubbing his hands on his jeans. 

“I need to get down to my place and shower and stuff.” His tone was apologetic. As though he regretted having to leave her? “But I want to make sure you get what you need first. Tea, breakfast, some more aspirin? I’ll come back every hour or two, as I can.”

She wanted to tell him that he didn’t need to do that, that if he would just leave some water and aspirin by her bed, she would be just fine. But first of all, she wouldn’t be “just fine.” She’d probably barely get by, and be lonely as all get-out in the process. And second of all, she knew that Kayla would be grilling either her or Tim, or both of them, about Janice’s convalescence, and Janice would neither lie to her friend nor desire a tongue-lashing from her. 
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