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Dedication

 

This book is dedicated to Becky. I use “Embraceable You” as my ringtone for her. I keep missing her calls because I get caught up in the daydream of waltzing with her on a beach somewhere. I would waltz with her anywhere, to any song. She made all of my dreams come true.
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Prologue

December 24, 1993

 

There was only one person in the entire world that Marvin allowed to call him Marvin. Most folks called him by his given nickname, which was Tuba. Tuba was a giant — well over six feet tall and broad in the shoulders. These things were exaggerated around this time of year by the heavy coat and scarf that he wore.

If you called Tuba “Marvin,” he would smile quietly and then ask you politely to call him “Tuba” just like everybody else. If you did it again, he would put a massive hand on your shoulder and whisper in your ear that he liked to be called “Tuba.” He would take your hand, lift it over your shoulder and put it on the floor. That was it — he held your hand and put it on the floor. You, being attached, had no choice but to follow it. More than one person in Melvina’s Diner had “kissed the linoleum,” as the process had come to be called. Most people just weren’t stupid enough to say “Marvin” more than twice.

Tuba drove a truck. He had no family, only a few close friends, and an uncanny ability to drive for long hours. Tuba was also one of the few truckers who didn’t mind working holidays. On the dashboard of his truck, he had set up a small Nativity scene that he had purchased at a truck stop in Georgia. He had two CDs of Christmas music: one was Elvis, the other was the Beach Boys. Tuba knew every note and sang along at the top of his lungs. Like his father, he only got out the Christmas music after the first Sunday in Advent, and put it away again on December 26th.

He was going to have to put his Christmas CDs away in two days, and was going to miss them, but he knew that if he listened beyond the 26th he’d get sick of the songs and that was no way to celebrate Jesus’ birthday. He sipped his coffee and looked out the window of the diner at the snow as it fell past the light poles in the parking lot. The snow wasn’t swirling or drifting down, which meant it was wet, which meant it would freeze, which meant ice. Tuba didn’t mind snow and rain and wind, but ice made him cautious. He tried not to show it as he finished his cake in his favorite booth. It was the only booth where he could look out the window, keep an eye on the clock, and watch Irene the waitress as she hurried about behind the counter. Irene was a sweet girl who had been cursed with an old woman’s name. Most people called her “Rene.”

Tuba loved chocolate cake. He would carefully scrape the whipped cream off the top of the frosting and set it onto the edge of the plate. When the cake was gone, he would push the whipped cream over, work the leftover crumbs into it, and then eat it. He took great care to be sure there were no crumbs in his bushy beard, placed a tip on the table, and stood up.

“It’s mean out there,” Irene called to him from the cash register.

“I’ve got vegetables,” Tuba said, referring to what was in the truck.

Their conversations were always this short, but Tuba dreamed of scooping her small frame into his arms and whisking her away to an island somewhere. In his dreams they always drove his truck to a secluded island, where they would wear bathing suits at 8:00 in the morning. They would eat fruit for breakfast and stay up late into the night. Irene never told him, but she had the same dream.

He walked to the counter and pulled his wallet out of his pocket. She placed a white paper sack on the counter. “What’s that?” he asked.

“Christmas cookies,” she said. “I made them myself.”

“Rene, you didn’t have to,” he started.

“Shush,” she said, and he shushed.

He handed her the money for his meal. She already knew that there was a 21% tip lying back on his table. (Actually, she was wrong this time. Though he consistently left 21%, this time there was a 50% tip and a Christmas card he had spent half an hour picking out. He had been the largest thing in the Hallmark store, and the tiny elderly woman clerk had followed him around as if he’d been going to bump into one of the racks of ceramic Christmas ornaments.) Irene came around the corner of the counter and began to tie his scarf for him. “Are you sure you want to go out? The weatherman says it’s not going to let up.”

“Then I’d better get started,” he said.

Irene surprised him by pulling on the end of his scarf until his face was down by hers. She kissed him on the cheek just above where his beard started. There were a few other truckers and drivers in the diner, who all went “Ooooooooooo!”

Tuba turned as red as his scarf.

“Merry Christmas,” Irene said.

Tuba looked at the floor, said “Merry Christmas,” grabbed his white paper sack and hurried out the door into the cold Pennsylvania winter.

Just three exits past the Pennsylvania state line lies the town of Emmelton. Just off the exit is a trucker’s nightmare called Shepherd’s Pass — so named because most of the truck drivers who attempt it at the wrong time of year find themselves repeating the 23rd Psalm. Shepherd’s Pass is a full mile of twisting and turning, with a hard rock wall on one side and on the other…nothing but air.

Tuba was singing along with the Beach Boys’ Christmas tape when he became profoundly aware that the brakes, though he was applying them, were not slowing him down in the least. “Well, that’s not good at all,” he said out loud.

He looked at the baby Jesus in the Nativity on his dashboard. “A little help?” he asked, but the plastic baby did not answer. Tuba forced the wheel to the right, slamming the truck against the side of the mountain. He was no longer concerned about making his destination on time — his primary concern now was stopping.

The side of his metal truck scraped the rock, sounding remarkably like a can opener — a very large can opener — a very large can opener opening a can that was somehow alive and screaming. Tuba heard a tire blow. The rig slid to the left, taking out several wooden posts that held a rusty guardrail. “They needed to replace that anyway,” Tuba thought.

He looked again at the Nativity on his dashboard and saw that the baby Jesus had rolled out of his tiny plastic manger. It was probably lying on the floor somewhere. Tuba’s headlight picked up a patch of dry road about 30 feet in front of him. He once again applied the brakes with the skill of a lifelong trucker.

The brakes screamed, but Tuba managed not to. The truck stopped in one long slow moment that, in Tuba’s mind, lasted at least a year. The cab of the truck went through the guardrail. The front tires tasted midair before the cab slammed down onto the rock. Tuba wondered if he was having a heart attack. He looked out his left window and saw that there was no road beneath him. He wondered if he could get out of the cab, hang onto the side of the truck, and work his way back to solid ground. Inhaling as much air as he could, and slowly letting it pass through his mouth in a long, loud whistle, he put his hand on the door to open it.

At that moment, Tuba became aware of a light in the seat next to him. He turned and saw a man taller than himself sitting there, whose clothes and face were so clean they almost shone. The smell was so pure that Tuba was suddenly filled with memories of clean white sheets, peppermint Lifesavers, and wedding cake frosting. The man in the bright clothes leaned over, picked up the tiny baby Jesus from the floor of the cab, and gently placed it in the tiny manger.

“Thanks.” Tuba said.

The man, who was glowing white, smiled. He seemed to get even brighter. He said, “You’re most welcome, Marvin.”

Tuba said, “Call me Tuba.”

The rock beneath the tires cracked loudly. In the next moment, the cab of the truck was pointed straight down at the ground. Tuba heard the sickening sound of the last of his eighteen wheels leaving the road. The man in white raised his arms as if he were on a roller coaster and said, “Woooooooooo-Hooooooooooooo!”




 

 

 

Chapter One

Twelve years later…

 

It was never Poison Davenport’s intention to steal Christmas — but once he had it in his garage, he realized the hard part was going to be putting it back.

Poison was seventeen. He was named after the Eighties heavy metal band. Well, they were as heavy metal as you could get in the Eighties and still use that much mousse and eye liner.

Poison was a biker by default, even though he hadn’t ridden a motorcycle since kindergarten. A few months after he was born, his dad had attached a side car to the Harley.

Poison had one very clear memory of his biker days. He remembered looking up from that sidecar and watching his mother lay her head against his father’s shoulder. Her long red hair had been tied back into a ponytail, but one strand had escaped and was flying about wildly. He remembered her oversized sunglasses. He remembered how she would reach down into the side car and wiggle her finger on his nose.

Most of Poison’s friends said that remembering that far back was impossible — that he had dreamed it, or had seen it in a movie, and has somehow decided it was a memory. His mother, Brenda, remembered it very well, though — so she knew it was a true memory. This, as far as she was concerned, was just another sign of her son’s innate brilliance.

The band called Poison had had a few hits along the way. Their song “Something to Believe In” was the lullaby she had sung to him as a baby. Poison’s middle name was “Henry,” after a grandfather he had never met.

Poison decided that, when (or if) he went to college, he would start using the name “Henry.” Someday later on, when he had a corner office or was a famous artist, he would use the name “P. Henry Davenport.”

Clients, or perhaps interviewers, would ask, “What’s the ‘P’ stand for?”

Poison would smile slyly and say, “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

The person asking would be intrigued and say, “Try me.”

And Poison would tell them, and they would say, “No way.”

Then Poison would take out his driver’s license and show them. This was a scene he had rehearsed in his mind for years — he couldn’t wait for it to finally happen.

Poison took his first steps at a bike rally in Tucson. His first solid food had barbecue sauce on it. One of his first words — right after “Mama” and “Dada” — was “Harley.”

Poison’s mother had been a teacher at one time. Then she had fallen in love with a man named “Snake,” and had given it all up to ride around the country on the back of his motorcycle. (This was part of the reason Poison had never met his Grandfather Henry.) She had educated Poison herself until he was five years old. He had been reading Dr. Seuss when he was four.

The summer before Poison turned five, Brenda had decided it was time for the family to stop riding around, to buy a home, and to get young Poison into a regular school.

Poison’s father’s name was Snake. The name came from a tattoo that started at his right shoulder, disappeared down the back of his jeans, and came out on his left ankle. Snake had a passion for books. A small part of him, deep down inside, looked forward to the day when they would stop riding around: the day he could have books. Then he could have shelves of books if he wanted. He could have books in every room of the house that he would have someday. He could have book shelves in the bathroom. He could have piles of books on the counter, so that every time someone poured a cup of coffee in his house they would have to pick up a book and read for a few minutes. There was very little room for storage in a motorcycle sidecar so, other than a change of clothes, the only personal possessions Snake carried with him were a Bible and whatever other book he was reading at the time. He would stop at a used bookstore in some town along the highway, trade it in what he had for something else, and then repeat the process whenever he was done. When Brenda had first met him, he had been lying with his head in the shade of his bike, reading Shakespeare.

When Brenda took a permanent seat behind Snake, the storage space grew smaller. When Poison was born and the sidecar became a crib, Snake bought a small trailer to hitch onto the back. When Brenda said it was time to stop riding around, they picked the town of Summer Park in Pennsylvania, got a loan from the bank, and opened a bookstore near the center of town. The building had a two-bedroom apartment upstairs — they lived there for their first ten years in Summer Park, eventually buying a house in the suburbs. Snake’s real name was Edgar.

The store, which they named “Book ’Em, Danno,” was a cozy place with several small rooms on the first floor. Customers could wander from room to room. The shelves, which Snake had built himself, reached from floor to ceiling. Every aisle had a stepladder. In the center, Brenda placed four full-sized sofas and three coffee tables, so that folks could sit and read. On those sofas, Poison did all of his homework. Every day, his mother would bring him a glass of ice-cold chocolate milk. Some of Poison’s fondest memories were of the wide variety of people who sat down and helped him with his homework.

“Book ’Em, Danno” attracted the most eclectic clientele of any store in town. Teenagers came in looking for books they needed for school. Brenda started a book club for housewives who read romance novels. (Mrs. Pyle was in her eighties when she joined, and loved to read aloud the “good parts” as she called them. When she read about “heaving bosoms” or “flaming passions,” she always seemed to be speaking from experience.) Poison liked the minister, who came by quite a lot. His name was Reverend Tumbler, and he would always smile kindly at Poison and ask, “How ya doin’ there, young man?”

A lot of Snake’s old friends stopped by. Some were still riding around — others now had more “respectable” jobs. Poison’s favorite customer of all was a giant burly man whom his father called “Tuba.”

Tuba once caught Poison adding with his fingers, and showed the boy how to multiply with them. Poison was multiplying and dividing before he got out of the first grade.

Poison’s one holdover from his days as a biker baby was the inability to sleep when it was quiet. Silence at night drove him crazy, so he had purchased from the church rummage sale a metal fan for his bedroom. It whirred, rattled, and squeaked as it oscillated back and forth. He didn’t use it to cool the room — it didn’t actually spin fast enough to do that — but the sound put him to sleep as if he were still riding in the sidecar of Snake’s Harley-Davidson.

And then there was that whole thing with the angels…

Poison had never told anyone about the angels. Something inside him (even at a young age) had warned him, “No one will believe you. Just keep your mouth shut for now.” The very first angel he remembered seeing had been in the middle of the night, on the Christmas Eve that Tuba had died. He’d heard a noise in his room, and had woken up to see Tuba sitting on the edge of his bed, giggling like a two-year-old.

The mountain of a man, who had shown him how to multiply, was laughing so hard that he could barely keep his balance. A five-year-old Poison just stared at him. Tuba was in his trucker’s clothes, but they looked brand-new. His wide-brimmed black hat — bought decades ago at a general store that catered to the Amish — looked so new it shone.

Standing next to Tuba was a man dressed all in white: twice as tall as Tuba, and his shoulders twice as broad as Tuba’s own. Poison had seen pictures of angels in his children’s story Bible, and there were several angel ornaments on his Christmas tree — but those angels looked serious. This guy looked so happy that he might explode. Tuba wiped his laughing eyes and said, “It’s really beautiful.”

Ever since that moment, Poison had been kicking himself for not having had the sense to ask, “What is?” He had just kept sitting on his bed in his Batman jammies, unable to speak.

Tuba had opened his broad arms, and Poison had crawled out from under the covers and thrown himself into them. He had known, somehow, that Tuba was going away.

Poison had been sad, but only for a moment. When Tuba’s huge hands had pressed against his back, Poison had felt a warmth surge through him, and he had known that everything was going to be okay.

That Christmas morning, the phone in the bookstore had rung and rung until Snake had finally gone downstairs to answer it. When he had come back up, he’d been crying. Poison’s mother and father had held each other and cried for a while before telling their son. They had thought he would be sad — but then he had told them about Tuba coming to his room. Snake and Brenda had believed him — not in the way that adults sometimes say they believe when a child says something cute: they had truly believed him. Over the next several years, Snake had sometimes asked Poison questions: about what Tuba was wearing, or about what he had said.

Poison was seventeen now. Since Tuba’s death, Poison had seen that same angel more than a hundred times. He had seen others too, but they had rarely acknowledged him. The angel who had brought Tuba to visit him would wave, though, and would sometimes give Poison the strangest dreams.

One day — it had been the first of November —  that angel had spoken to him for the first time.

The angel had been hovering around Poison’s room. Poison had been sitting on his bed, with his copy of Letters from the Earth open on his chest. It had been a school reading assignment. Poison had been enjoying the book, but he hadn’t said so. Ms. Szuch had assigned that book because it was by Mark Twain. Poison had decided to go ahead and read it, because Ms. Szuch had said that it had been banned in some places and that Twain had gotten into a huge amount of trouble for writing it. Some schools, Ms. Szuch had said, still banned it

The other reason that Poison liked it was that it was about an angel. Most of the kids in his senior class, though, hated the reading assignments Ms. Szuch gave them. They also detested that she read to them aloud. What were they, first-graders? Poison, though, liked to be read to. He liked hearing the way she read, and sometimes it was her voice he heard in his head when he read to himself. He liked Ms. Szuch and always did his best for her.

The angel had appeared gradually, as if coming into focus: “phasing in,” like actors standing in the transporter on Star Trek. It was as if. Unlike the actors, though, the angel had not been standing still. He had been spinning around in a small circle, several feet above the floor. Even after he fully materialized, he seemed simultaneously real and unreal: transparent, yet somehow completely there.

The angel had studied the many paintings and sketches on Poison’s wall. Many of them portrayed Poison’s girlfriend Doreen. Some were of Poison’s house — others depicted various things and people that Poison had drawn while sitting on the sofas in the bookstore. Several were pictures of angels.

The angel had scrutinized them all, as if trying to guess which of his friends each portrayed. Finally, the angel had stopped in front of one painting that had been exceptionally well done. It was of himself.

The angel had lowered into a standing position — well, not standing, but hovering close enough to the floor to give that impression. Then he had said, “Poison.”

Poison had looked up at the angel, surprised for just a moment. He had sometimes wondered what an angel’s voice might sound like. This one sounded human, but Poison seemed to hear the angel’s voice from the whole room and not just from the angel’s mouth.

The angel had called him by name. Poison had said, “This is going to hurt, isn’t it?”

The smile had never left the angel’s face, but his eyes had looked puzzled. “What do you mean, ‘This is going to hurt’?”

Poison said, “All these years you’ve been hanging around — you and all your friends — not one of you has ever said a word to me. Now, you call me by name. So — if history has any accuracy at all, and if I remember my Bible stories — this is going to hurt.”

The angel cocked his head slightly, as children do when they study something, or as anyone does when trying to figure out an abstract painting in a museum. He began to smile again and said, “Yes. This is probably going to hurt — but only for a short time, and only a little.”

“Am I going to die?” Poison asked.

“Are you planning on throwing yourself off a cliff or something?”

“No,” Poison said honestly.

“Then you’ll be just fine,” the angel replied. He floated up again to the painting of himself. “This is actually very good.”

“You can keep it if you want,” Poison said.

“No place to hang it.”

The angel lowered again. If he was surprised at the casual way Poison had responded, he didn’t show it. “I’ve never understood,” he said, “why humans think they have to suffer to get close to God. Suffering comes, sometimes, when you ignore the Creator. God calls one of you to do something, and you go running off in the opposite direction. Then you get in trouble. You get hurt. You come running back, and do what you were told in the first place, and then go on and on about how much the trial brought you closer to God — when you should have just made the right decision before making the wrong one.”

“We’re a flawed creation,” Poison said.

“Nothing the creator makes is flawed.”

“But we make mistakes,” Poison offered. “Big ones.”

“That’s your own fault. It’s not a design flaw.”

“So all our trials and tribulations over the centuries…”

“Are of your own creation.” As the angel finished, he seemed to grow more solid somehow, as if filling in the space he occupied. “The human race has always made mistakes, when all the time you could have just done it the right way from the beginning.”

“That would have made the Bible a lot shorter,” Poison said.

The angel considered this, and nodded. “I am here with an assignment from the Almighty God.”

“It sounds important.”

“You think so?” The angel sounded sarcastic.

Poison smiled. Knowing that angels were capable of sarcasm somehow made him feel better about dying. He dog-eared the page in the book he was reading and put it aside. “So, what is it I’m supposed to do?”

“Christmas is coming.”

“It’s a ways away.”

“That’s time enough.”

“For what?”

“Christmas has lost its meaning to a lot of people. Even those who consider themselves religious don’t understand. They get caught up in being ‘religious,’ and forget what it’s about.”

“You mean it’s not about toys and sales and Santa Claus?” (Poison had been thinking a little humor might be good right about then.)

“Nicholas is a good man. Don’t disrespect him.”

“Didn’t mean to,” Poison retorted. “I just meant…”

“I know,” said the angel. “Keep your sense of humor; you’re going to need it.”

Poison suddenly had a mental picture of a cheap video box with the title “Poison Saves Christmas: A Family Favorite.” He pushed the picture out of his head.

“Why me?” Poison asked. “Am I such a good person?”

“Better than some.” The angel was now on the other side of the room — his face a few inches from a print of Vincent van Gogh’s “Starry Night” that Poison had pinned to the ceiling. “Not as good as others.”

“So, why me?”

“So, why not you?”

Poison sensed that this would be one of those conversations that went around in circles and never got him any answers. It was like the times he asked Doreen why she was mad at him, and she replied, “If you don’t know, I’m not going to tell you.”

“What does God want me to do?” He thought that this question was specific enough for the angel to give him a specific answer. Also, he was pretty sure that he didn’t like the way the angel was looking around his room. It was as if the angel had just been let into the reptile house at the Pittsburgh Zoo.

The angel had turned to him and said, “The Creator wants you to use your gifts.”

Poison had thought, “Nope. Nothing specific there.” Out loud, he had replied only, “I don’t suppose you’d like to be more specific.”

“I don’t suppose so, no.”

“Am I supposed to start right away?”

“That would be preferable, yes.”

Poison thought for a moment. He asked, “Is there a specific job I’m supposed to do — and I’m supposed to figure out what it is — or is it all up to me?” He thought that this would get the angel to choose one or the other.

“Use your gifts,” the angel said again.

“Do I have to do this alone?”

“You’re never alone,” the angel shot back, smiling.

“I mean, can I get help with this assignment, seeing that I don’t even know what it is?” Poison asked.

“Was that humor?”

“God doesn’t like sarcasm?”

The angel continued, as if Poison had not spoken. “You can get help if you want to, but the more people you bring into this, the more chance you have of getting them hurt as well.”

“Can I call you if I get in trouble?”

“Of course.”

“What do I call you?”

The angel stopped floating and turned toward him. He bowed, just slightly, and said “My name is Bez-A-Lel.”

“Will you come if I call?” Poison asked.

Bez-A-Lel the angel smiled a bright smile — and in that instant he was no longer there. There was no “poof”; there was no “Ta-daah!” or bright flash of light or cloud of smoke. One moment, he was there — and the next moment, he wasn’t. Poison lay back down in bed and stared at the ceiling. He doubted very much that he could sleep — but in a moment he was sleeping more deeply than he had in years.

 

❄   ❄   ❄

 

Next morning, Poison wandered the bookshop. He usually went into the shop with his father before school, doing his morning job of re-shelving books that people had pulled out and left lying around. It was a family business. He had been “helping” since he was very small. His first job had been to sweep the sidewalk in front of the store. His mother had told him it was a very important job, so he did it as if it were the most important job. As he got older, he was also put in charge of cleaning the front windows of the shop.

When he was fourteen, he had asked his dad if he could paint pictures in the front window. His father had bought him a deck of cards with famous authors on the faces, and had told him that he could do one face per month, and that they would offer a discount to anyone who could guess the author portrayed. Poison had done so well on the portraits that his father had given him the job permanently.

Poison had practically grown up on the blue sofa. That was where he had learned to watch people. When he had been little, Rev. Tumbler from the community church had called him an “intuitive” child. Somehow, Poison could look at people and know if they were feeling angry, or sad, or were carrying something on their minds.

Poison worked for an hour before school every day and usually went straight to the shop after school. Lately, however, he had been going to a new coffee shop that had opened on the next block. That was almost the only time he got to spend with Doreen, other than lunchtime at school. After a coffee with Doreen, he would wander over to the book shop. There he would do his homework, and then help with inventory or whatever his father needed.

All morning, he had been watching people: trying to figure out who they were, and whether they were appreciating Christmas, and how he could use his gift to help them — if only he could find out what his gift was in the first place.

He had lost his concentration a few times, and had accidentally made a pot of coffee that had had twice the recommended number of scoops of ground coffee. Later, after the store opened, Mrs. Mallory (one of the romance group) took one sip and gasped as if someone had pinched her. Later, Snake told Poison to get his head out of the clouds and pay attention to what he was doing. It was something he heard from his father a lot lately: “Get your head out of the clouds.”

(Snake tried repeatedly to get his son to focus on the life in front of him. Snake himself had been a dreamer. His own parents had been called into the school office several times for that: “Edgar lacks focus.” He wanted his son to succeed. He wanted his son to have a better life. Yet, every time he turned around, the boy was daydreaming.

(One time, when Poison had been very young and Snake had been telling him to get his head out of the clouds and keep both feet on the ground, Poison had asked: “If I keep both feet on the ground, how do I get my pants on?” Now, his son was seventeen and would be graduating from high school. Snake wanted to send the boy to college, but that would happen only if Poison kept his grades up and got a scholarship.)

Eventually, Poison decided that, if he was supposed to do some assignment as a servant of God, then God would show him what he was supposed to do. If he looked for it, he would never see it: kind of like seeing the angels. He would wait, then. Something would present itself. In the meantime, he had to tell somebody — or he knew he would explode.




 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

That afternoon, Poison sat with Doreen. He held her hand and sipped his coffee. It was a drink that had three names, only one of which (“double”) he knew the meaning of. It was overly sweet — he could barely taste the coffee. The top was covered in six swirls of whipped cream. Basically, it was a hot candy bar in a cup that he had paid three dollars for. He preferred the coffee in his parents’ shop: a little cream in a white ceramic mug — 75 cents, and the second one free: payments made to the glass jar with the hole in the lid sitting beside the coffee pot. He didn’t understand how some places could get away with charging three dollars for coffee. It wasn’t even coffee, really: the more expensive drinks had five or six words in their names. His three-dollar coffee was one of the cheaper things on the menu.

He had come into Hylander Coffee for the first time last year. It was one of those I’m-really-an-adult-now things he did with a group of other sixteen-year-olds. At first, Poison had thought the waitress had made a mistake. Then he had seen the looks on the faces of his friends and knew that they were sitting there, just as he was, trying to look like the bitter black liquid in the cup didn’t bother them. He vowed never to drink at a Hylander Coffee again. Now here he was. He sat across the table from Doreen, his girlfriend of 18 months and four days. (She kept track.) He had just told her about the angels, about Tuba, and about the tall angel named Bez-A-Lel who had given him an assignment without actually giving him the assignment.
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