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Dedication

 


For those who believe they’re alone in life’s
various tragedies…this one’s for you.


Introduction

 


The heart can take many paths. Some directions are
harrowing, while others are enlightening. During each of our roads,
we must all make choices, ones which define us and the rest of our
lives. It’s what we make of those decisions that count. This
collection is about the journeys of eight people who can hopefully
find their way amidst the madness of life.

 


CONTENT WARNING: This book touches on some sensitive
topics. There is certainly a trauma/abuse awareness theme, with
dark and emotional parts, so past sufferers may find triggers here.
My no-holds-barred approach was necessary in this case.

 


 


 


 


 


 


Is love worth the risk?

 


 


 


 


Without You

 


Can they find a way to heal their bond, or
perhaps forge a new one?


Chapter One

 


“Reece!”

Reece Carson looked up to see Jenna Stinefield walk
toward him. He was locking up at West Side Books, not too far from
where he lived in Lakewood, a little town on the outskirts of
Denver. “What is it?” he asked, turning away from the door, as she
reached him. The joy sparkling in her blue eyes was impossible to
miss.

“I got the part of Angela!”

“The main character? That’s wonderful!” He grinned
and hugged her. As he knew he took far too long savoring the
embrace, he forced himself to pull back from his longtime chum.
“Hey, let’s get outta here and celebrate. A nice dinner, a little
wine. Sound good?”

She pulled away from him with a frown. “Oh, Reece, I
can’t. I have to—”

“Practice?”

“Well, yes.”

He scowled. “I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“Reece, don’t be irritated with me. It’s—”

“Your job, right?” He sighed, figured she’d swung
past on her way to the theater. Damn, he’d hoped this was her way
of repairing things between them. “When will you ever have time to
even do anything with me, let alone speak to me? Not much luck
there, Jenna.” He shoved the store keys in his pocket and hurried
down the sidewalk.

“Wait, Reece.”

“What?” He didn’t bother turning to look at her.

“I spoke to you today, didn’t I?”

He shook his head. “Only because I was here. If I
hadn’t been, you’d have tweeted it to your followers, or posted it
on Facebook or Instagram.”

“No, Reece. That’s not fair. I—”

“Tell me what is it you want, Jenna. What do you
want here, besides this news you just brought to me?” He could hear
her fidget behind him and swung around to see her flinch. Shit,
he’d never done anything like that to her. Jenna had a way of
getting under his skin, but he sure as hell wouldn’t do a thing to
hurt her. He blew out a long breath. “Look, I…”

“Nothing, okay? Are you really so angry?”

He swallowed against the dread suffocating his
chest. Reece knew he sounded like a petulant child, but she
couldn’t know how he felt. She didn’t know this had been building
for a while. Or maybe she should have. After all, she was the one
who’d walked up to him as if there hadn’t been some distance
between them for however long. “No, Jenna. I’m not angry with you,
just frustrated.” He hurried away, unwilling to let her see his
disappointment which edged on sadness.

As he climbed into his beat-up red Chevy pickup, he
pictured the two children who’d run screaming hand-in-hand down the
shore at Lake Granby. Jenna would splash water at him and try to
dunk him, though he’d always been much taller and stronger than
her.

He thought of his friend up on stage at the age of
twelve in a rendition of Alice in Wonderland. In her sky blue and
white costume, her eyes had sparkled then too as she spoke her
lines to the audience. She’d shined on that stage, always been
meant for so much more than Lakewood would allow.

Warm memories washed over him – the times they’d
ordered pizza and watched movies in his room – her soft laugh – the
crazy giggle she had when she found something truly funny, the one
most people didn’t know about – how they’d stayed up late talking
or making fun of their mistakes, two pals just hanging out.

Reece shook off the image, and glanced over at the
black gym bag in the passenger seat. It might be a good time to
run. Going to the track always helped clear his head. He started
the ignition, put the truck in gear and pulled away.

 


****

 


Reece entered the one-story, dark-gray brick house
with green siding on Benston Street quietly, a little off from the
beers he’d had at the bar. Not too many, though. He knew when to
stop, and just to be safe he’d called for a taxi instead of
driving.

The house was dark and unusually silent, an
indication that his mother hadn’t waited up for him this time. To
navigate better, he turned on a lamp. In the kitchen, he swigged
down a glass of water and studied the open refrigerator in a
haphazard fashion.

Well, it didn’t matter. Even if he desperately
needed to talk to someone. A bartender was a lousy substitute for
who he truly needed to talk to. He couldn’t rely on anyone these
days. Ever since he and Jenna had graduated, he'd begun to feel
lost and certainly without a friend. Their lives had just gone in
different directions. So much had changed.

Things had seemed simple in high school for a while.
As an athlete in wrestling, football and baseball, his plan had
been to get a scholarship for one of them so he could go to
college. He was pretty competitive then, but knew how to be a team
player. Being quarterback of his football team, he’d hoped a scout
would notice him. That had been the dream. But two months into his
senior year, he tore his ACL on the field. Still, Jenna had gone
with him to every therapy appointment, set on encouraging him back
to his old self. She saw his dream was as important as hers. Only
it hadn’t turned out the way he’d imagined. Even after surgeries
his mother could barely afford as well as rehabilitation, the
avulsion never healed correctly.

Sure, he could still go to the gym and play
occasional sports, but additional strain always caused a limp,
putting his chances as a professional player on the shelf. It was
another reason he’d lost touch with his teammates. He spent the
remainder of his senior year not only in recuperation, but also
tried to get other kinds of scholarships. No one gave him a
break.

After high school, Jenna took an accelerated Drama
program over in Greeley at the University of Northern Colorado, and
now worked at the Edge Theater Company. While most kids in his
graduating class had summer jobs now or were already prepared for
their junior year of college, his future was still unclear. He and
his single mother lacked the money for him to attend college. Thus
far, he’d been unable to get financial aid for CTU, or Colorado
Technical, where he’d thought about taking business classes. His
mom worked at Save-A-Lot, a local grocery store, and she’d always
done the best she could with raising him. He blamed nothing on her;
but, his life was pretty screwed up.

Sure, he worked a lot of hours at the bookstore, and
the owner trusted him enough to do closing work, but in general he
was unfulfilled and wanted more from his life. Jenna always thought
differently. Months ago, she pointed out that having no goal for
the future put no stress on life and parents didn’t nag at you to
put forth your utmost effort. Boy, was she wrong.

It was stressful without all that. He didn’t want to
be as aimless as he felt. Paul and Betty Martin, an old couple in
his Bear Valley neighborhood, constantly nagged at him about
getting a real job to help his mother pay the bills. He
never knew what to say to them. Yes, he was well beyond the age of
eighteen and it was time to be on his own. He needed a plan. But it
wasn't so easy to let go of everything he'd once held true,
including Jenna. It would mean considerably fewer hours with her,
pulling away from her as she had been for some time now. He didn’t
want to break the tenuous thread which held them together. Jenna
always had huge dreams. He didn’t now. Well, he wanted to have
goals, just wasn’t sure what they’d be yet. And whatever was
happening with her, it was another worry on his list.

Something was up, and it was big. Deep down, he had
a horrible sense his neighbor and longtime friend would break some
bad news soon. He didn’t know how; he just did. Of course, Jenna
avoided him a lot. She hadn’t been able to resist spilling her
positive news to him earlier, but for several weeks now she’d been
dodging his calls and texts. In this day and age, it was hard to do
so. Plus, she was online enough, because her social media statuses
were splashed with backstage theater pictures of her goofing around
with her fellow cast members. Putting him off wasn’t exactly like
her either. Even if she did have to get to work, before she
would’ve spent ten minutes more with him just to hang out. They
were that tight.

Not now, though. He knew her well enough to realize
when something fairly huge was bothering her. If she’d just open up
to him, they could get over this hurdle. But he sensed it wasn’t
one of those things that a pint of ice cream could fix. He missed
her a lot, missed the girl it seemed he’d spent a lifetime around,
but didn’t know how to reach her. It was strange how someone could
be so close – in the same zip code, the exact neighborhood even, be
right next to you at times – but somehow miles away. With a shrug,
he shut the fridge then stumbled down the hallway to his room,
crashing full bodily onto the bed.

The moonlight glinted against an object in the dark,
and he spotted the gold cross Jenna had once given him. He wasn’t
religious like Jenna’s mom. In his mind, a true god wouldn’t have
let his father slap his mother around or urge him to run off with
some whore. Or keep him and Jenna apart.

His head got a little hazy, but with the last
vestiges of consciousness, he held onto his friend’s beautiful
picture in his mind’s eye. With her long, curly blonde hair coiled
upon her head, in a black, sparkling dress, she’d held a dozen
roses after a final performance. A sense of pride warred with a
strange hitch in his chest.

Things would be better soon, or at least he hoped
so.


Chapter Two

 


Two months later…

 


Jenna Stinefield looked through the newspaper as she
picked up a glass of orange juice, and then hesitated to drink it.
“Here. Looking for a bright, young actress who fits the part of a
small Chinese girl,” she read aloud, and sighed. “Mom, what’s up
with that? Not much in Denver these days.”

Her mom laughed as she poured cereal in a bowl. “You
always looked cute in the Chinese nankeen dress I bought you.”

She groaned. “I was ten years old that Halloween. I
don’t want to look cute,” she said. “The part doesn’t fit me
and I can bet money that old dress wouldn’t either.”

Nancy Stinefield smiled. “You have the talent. But,
you’re right. It wouldn’t fit you.” Her mother leaned over and
kissed her daughter’s head. “I still love you, anyway.”

“You’re a big help, Mom.” She groaned. “I’m late for
work.”

“Sweetie, what about breakfast?”

Jenna gave her mother a look. “Mom.”

“Right. No breakfast.”

“Have fun with the kids.”

A brief sigh came. “Oh, I’ll try, honey.”

Her mother was an elementary school teacher, and she
taught third-graders. Jenna never envied her parent that job. It
must be extremely hard to manage a bunch of nine-year-olds. Sure,
she might want kids of her own someday, but it was way off in the
future, maybe after her career launched.

Jenna never yearned for a sibling because she’d
always had Reece next door. She and her mom made it alone all these
years just fine. Her mom had her faith. Though Jenna never quite
subscribed to the Kool-Aid, she kept her rosary beads laced over
her bedside lamp and went with her mother to Mass. They certainly
hadn’t needed her stuck-up grandparents, who’d disowned Mama
because she’d married beneath her. And Jenna always had this drive
to be an actress. From the youngest age, it seemed, she sang or
danced around the house, or recited lines from films. She used to
quote a line from Blade Runner just to entertain Reece.

‘I’ve seen things you
people wouldn't believe. Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of
Orion. I watched C-beams glitter in the dark near the Tanhauser
gate. All those moments will be lost in time like tears in rain.
Time to die.’

And forever, it seemed, show tunes had danced their
happy way through her head. She was supposed to be on stage. This
was her dream.

With an amused shrug, Jenna checked herself again in
the hallway mirror. Today she’d gone with a Bohemian look over her
petite body, tousling her flaxen hair into loose waves, dressing in
jeans, a peasant tank and a loose, multi-colored woven cardigan. A
feather necklace dangled down her medium-sized chest and she wore a
beige headband with a beaded braid alongside her locks. She prided
herself on her artistic styles. And at least she had a few curves
to fill out the costumes in her profession.

Taking a cue from Bernadette Peters, she whispered,
“‘You’ve got to be original, because if you’re like someone
else, what do they need you for?’”

She grabbed her keys from the hall table, then
quickly left the house and walked toward the car. Halting, she
noticed him beside her bright blue Nissan Altima. Well, it wasn’t
hers, more the car she shared with her mom.

Reece wore jeans and a long-sleeved navy shirt. He
had hiking boots on. His medium brown, wavy hair was haphazard as
if he’d swept his fingers through it. His dark brown eyes were
narrowed on her. She had no idea why she shivered. Another reason
to avoid him, though for some reason doing so these days made her
miss him more. “I’m late for work, Reece,” she said. “I can’t talk
right now.”

“Does that include my not coming to the theater to
visit you also?”

The sarcasm she heard in his voice set her teeth on
edge. She stepped before him and unlocked the car door. “I don’t
want to fight.”

“As far as I can tell, we’re not fighting.”

She got in the car and closed the door, then jammed
the key in the ignition. With a flex of her fingers, she rolled
down the window. “I just don’t want to.”

He sighed. “Why are you avoiding me, Jenna?”

She swiveled to face him. “What are you talking
about?”

He frowned. “Jenn, shouldn’t we talk? You’ve been
dodging me about this for months, and when we do see each other you
don’t hang for too long. I’m not stupid. I know something’s
up.”

“No, I just…ah, I have to go. I’m sorry.” She
started the car and pulled out of the drive. As Jenna drove away,
she told herself this was for the best. She had big plans, plans he
wouldn’t agree with. And avoidance had been her way of handling the
issue. Still, she knew Reece wasn’t done with her. She’d have to
stop and explain at some point. She’d seen that determined look on
his face before.

Shrugging, she flipped on Sirius XM to The Pulse,
her favorite radio station, nodded when Shawn Mendes’s “Treat You
Better” came on, and cranked it up.

 


****

 


Reece immediately got in his truck and headed toward
the theater. He had to get to the bookstore, but a small detour
wouldn’t affect anything. When he arrived, turning the engine off,
he spotted Jenna’s friend from the production. He rolled down the
window. “Leslie! Hey!”

She approached the truck, flipping her long,
straight brown hair back. In the sunlight, her green eyes looked
lighter. Dressed in blue denim and a pink blouse, she propped a
hand on her hip. “Hi, Reece. I haven’t seen you in quite a while.
And we haven’t spoken since graduation, stranger. How’s life
treating you?”

“All right.” He frowned, his thoughts focused on his
past discussion with his best friend. “Well, bad, actually.”

“Is it Jenna?”

“Ah…yes, I guess it is.”

“Yeah, I get that. So, you know she’s leaving
soon.”

He jerked his head up. “Excuse me?”

She frowned. “You didn’t know?”

“Know what? What’s going on?” he demanded.

“She’s resigning.”

He digested the news for a moment. “Why? That
doesn’t make sense. The theater is her life.”

“It sure is. But she wants to quit the play for
another job, which will put us at a loss, of course, even though we
do have understudies.”

“Where is the job?”

Leslie shook her head, a look of concern crossing
her features. “I don’t know, Reece.”

“Why wouldn’t she tell me?” he whispered.

“I’m not sure, Reece. You don’t come around anymore,
you know.”

Like he needed the reminder that Jenna had been
pulling away from him, and after a while he took the hint and
stopped trying so much. Today had been a fluke, when he’d woken up
from a dream – try nightmare – in which he’d lost her in a manner
more permanent than he imagined either of them wanted. Clearly his
subconscious wanted to torment him.

“Damnit!” He slammed his fist on the edge of the
steering wheel. Damn him. If he’d maybe done something, pressed
harder to find out why she’d pushed him away, he would’ve known
about this mess sooner.

She winced. “It doesn’t help to be angry with her,
Reece. It’s her life.”

His wrist ached a little from the force he put into
the blow, but he ignored it. “Step back. Please.”

When she did as he asked, he exited the truck and
lumbered toward the backstage door.

“What are you going to do? Reece, you’ve gotta think
about this!”

He turned. “Why do you care so much?”

She blinked. “Just remember what I said. You may be
her friend, but you don’t have a say in this, in her life.”

“She’s my best friend, for God’s sake!” Was, he
thought. Were they still that close?

She nodded, compassion apparent in her eyes. “Reece,
please. You can’t stop her.”

He nodded, jaw tightening as he strained to close
off his emotions. “I know that as well as anyone. But, I can sure
as hell try.” He opened the door and entered the theater. Even
though he passed people, he didn’t recognize a single face as they
greeted him. It was almost as if the entire world had transformed
while he’d been gone. He guessed it had. The one person he loved
the most, who knew him down to the core, was set to leave and he
didn’t know what he could do to change her mind. “Jenna!”

Silence. Time slowed, and tunnel vision all but
railroaded over his grim purpose from before.

“Did someone say my name?” A brunette entered the
room. Looking to her left, she noticed him and approached with a
frown. “What are you doing here?”

He couldn’t answer. “I...”

“Come on.” She took his hand and led him inside a
dressing room. “Sit down.”

When he did, he watched as she pulled off a shaggy
brown wig to reveal her natural, shiny blonde hair. Today she’d
ironed it straighter, though it still lay in haphazard waves. She
always tried out new hairstyles, almost as if she was searching for
herself somewhere in them. He preferred her natural spirals. Jenna
was flamboyant, vibrant, constantly switching from casual to
dressy, just like her moods. One could never pin her down. A
sinking sensation in his chest drove it all home. This had been
pretty inevitable from the start, hadn’t it?

“Jenna...” He tried to breathe. The room tilted a
little and he shook his head to clear his vision.

Pacing the room, she replied, “You could at least
tell me why you’re here.”

Reece forced himself to find some composure. Get
it together, dumbass. After a deep breath, he managed, “I need
to talk to you.”

She stopped marching and met his level, confusion in
her stunning blue eyes. “What is this about?”

“Us.”

“Okay, I’ll accept that. Look, I know things have
been a little tense between us. And I’m sorry. It’s…complicated.
You deserve an explanation. I swear if you give me a little time,
I’ll tell you tonight after I get off work.”

He looked down, stared at his hands. He couldn’t
handle another put-off. “When were you gonna tell me you’re leaving
soon?”

She almost looked lost as she asked, “Who...”

“Leslie.”

“Of course.” She sighed. “I figured I wouldn’t know
how to say it to you this whole time. I had plans and I’m sorry
that I couldn’t tell you. I was a coward. But, just listen to me,
Reece. I have to do something with my life. I need to find a place
where I belong.”

“You belong here.”

She shook her head. “No, I don’t, actually. I can’t
expect you to get it, which is partly why I avoided you so
much.”

“Then, help me to understand.”

She nodded. “I, I need to love where I am and what
I’m doing, Reece. This isn’t me. It’s that simple.” Suddenly, a
knock came on the door.

“Jenna!”

Standing up, she opened the door. “Mark—”

The man in front of her practically shouted, “You
were late this morning. Now, you’ll be late again. You’ve got to
train your understudy.” His gaze swept past her to Reece. “And what
is this? What’s going on? You know the rules. No visitors in your
dressing room until after final curtain. I don’t want all of you
hooking up and complicating the hell out of this production. I have
enough drama to deal with.”

Reece stood up. “Right. They take their work home
with them, but they can’t take home to work with them. I get it…no
connections means no distractions.” He passed the man and headed
towards the exit of the theater.

“Reece!”

He turned back for a second. “Don’t you worry about
me, Jenna. You need to keep your job while it lasts. I’ll be fine.”
He quickly left before she could stop him.

Outside, he noticed Leslie was smoking. When she saw
his face, she stomped out her cigarette and headed toward him. He
waved her off. Like Mark, he couldn’t handle any more drama
either.

Pulling out of the parking lot, he just drove, not
really caring where he was heading. Man, sometimes he envied
Jenna’s ambitions, her drive to do more, to make something of
herself. He could use that right about now. He felt people had to
do well with their lives or they didn’t have much at all. He could
count on one hand what he had, and it didn’t add up to anything.
Sure, he had his mom and Jenna. He had a job and he did pretty well
at it, even if it didn’t feel entirely right. But beyond that, he
didn’t have a purpose, not like Jenna did. A reason to keep going.
So, what was he supposed to do with his life?

What he wasn’t doing? He wouldn’t hit the bar again.
God knew that woman could drive him to do things he didn’t want to
already; he was not adding alcoholism to the list. Not that he’d
ever have done anything forceful to her, or anyone. He wasn’t his
deadbeat father who’d put bruises on his mother’s arms.

He had always sworn to himself he’d never be that
man. And when the bastard had taken off, it was all Reece could do
to stay and comfort his mother instead of tailing after the man and
giving him some payback, even at ten years old. His mother deserved
to be happy, and ever since his dad disappeared he’d hoped she
would find a good man to love, someone who would take care of her.
He couldn’t help thinking he’d probably tried to be the man of the
house for her as long as he could remember. But she deserved her
own life too, just like Jenna did.

Still, it tore a hole in him – the sensation like
claws burrowing into his chest – as he imagined his friend gone
from Lakewood.


Chapter Three

 


“Mom, I don’t understand why she has to go,” he said
as he cut the tomatoes for a salad that night. His mother had just
put lasagna in the oven.

Trisha nodded. “I know I’m usually not here because
of work, but I am glad I’m here tonight. You need me.” She wrapped
an arm around his shoulders and squeezed him to her briefly.

His mom was a lot shorter than him, but she still
managed to make him feel a little better.

“I can’t explain why she’s leaving, honey. I guess
it’s just something she feels she has to do. I wonder how her poor
mother has taken this.”

“She’s had twenty-one years to prepare. She always
knew Jenna was going places, just like we all did. I’m sure she’s
handled it better than I have,” he muttered.

He heard a sudden knock at the door.

“Reece, can you get that?”

“Yeah.” He left the kitchen and crossed the hall,
then opened the door to see Jenna’s mother in the doorway. She had
similar colored hair to her daughter, only she wore it much
shorter, in a pixie cut. He forced a smile to his lips despite his
present mood. “Mrs. Stinefield, it’s nice to see you. What brings
you to our door?”

Her smile was halfhearted at best. “Is Jenna
here?”

“No. Why, did you expect her to be here?”

“I, I don’t know.”

Reece frowned, odd tingles springing up over the
back of his neck. “Is something wrong?”

The woman nodded. “She never came home. And
normally, I don’t worry too much because she goes out with her
theater friends sometimes. But, so many hours have passed, and
everyone there said they hadn’t seen her since rehearsal let out.
She didn’t have a date or anything. You know work is her life.”

“When was she supposed to leave?”

“Five o’clock.”

He frowned. Shit, it had been more than three hours.
“Did you call Leslie?”

“No.”

He grabbed his black faux-leather jacket from the
coat rack. “Well, try to call her. She might know something the
others don’t. I’m going out. Mom will stay with you.” Their mothers
had always been close. That was part of the reason he and Jenna
were best friends.

“Do you know where she is, Reece?”

“No. But, I’ll look for her.” He sped out of the
house. Reece’s head was reeling the minute he got in his truck.
Instinct led him to drive straight to the theater, despite Mrs.
Stinefield’s words. Perhaps her co-workers hadn’t spent much time
looking for her or missed her in their search. Jenna often got an
idea in her head and ran with it. He wouldn’t put it past her to
work on her lines on stage for a while.

When he arrived at the theater, he ran inside and
down through the middle aisle between the auditorium seats.
“Jenna!”

“Hey, buddy. You okay?”

Reece turned to see a man in a navy jumpsuit who
looked more like a janitor rather than part of the stage crew. “Oh.
I was looking for a friend...a girl. No, she deserves more credit.
I’m searching for a woman—”

“Hey, buddy. We all have our lonely moments. Every
guy needs a lady. Ever hear of Tinder?” He cleared his throat as he
scratched his chin. “And you know, escorts aren’t a bad
option…”

He shook his head, tried to hide his impatience.
Even in his loneliest moment, he’d never hire a prostitute. He had
standards, after all. “I’m sorry. This is an obvious
misunderstanding.” Reece gestured to the stage. “My friend is the
star in this play. I came to find her. She’s blonde with bright
blue eyes—”

“The body of a supermodel?”

Reece frowned and tried to curb the urge to slug the
bastard. “What?” he demanded. Of course, he’d always known Jenna
was a knockout. Maybe he occasionally had a typical guy reaction to
her, but by telling himself she was just a friend, that usually
curbed the urge. Still, he sure as hell didn’t want any jerks
flapping their mouths about her.

“You must be great friends to overlook something
like that...or gay,” the man supplied with a grunt.

He rolled his eyes. “Just tell me. Have you seen her
or not?”

The man nodded. “She passed me more than an hour
ago, headed toward the rafters, I think. Said she had to do some
work. By the way, she looked pretty upset.” He offered a reassuring
smile. “Hope you’re not too late to catch her. She might have
already left. Been running the vacuum for a while.”

“Thank you.” As he raced toward the stage, the man's
words rang in his ears. In fact, could he be too late? He shook the
thought from his mind.

Reece ran up the steps to the stage and once he
darted across it, a weird vibe like prickles on the back of his
neck froze him in place. Slowly, he lifted his head, and his gaze
caught a sight he could barely believe. She was hanging, hands
behind her on the bar, her hair in a wild fashion around her
shoulders like a fan. “Jesus Christ!” He swallowed the lump in his
throat and hurried backstage, taking the spiral stairs to the
rafters. Opening the door, he crossed the tension platform, then
hesitated before proceeding. “Jenna?”

She leaned back against the rail to look at him.
“Reece! It feels great up here. The thrill…oh my God, you should
try it.”

He couldn’t cease the tight knots in his stomach,
and tried to ignore the way every hair on his nape came to
attention. An icy sensation shifted in his chest as he saw she
stood on a tiny section of extra platform outside the main ramp.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t housed in extra railing to secure the
occupant, as some stage platforms had for crew members who pulled
curtains or lowered props to the stage below. “Jenna, you
okay?”

“Yes. I came up here to think about our friendship,
how it was deteriorating by the minute.”

He tried to steady his breaths. “Uh-huh. And what
did you conclude?”

“I’m not sure. I’m so free right now; I don’t feel
like thinking about it. Is that why you came here?”

He wondered if she had gone a little nuts. Keep her
talking, that was the only strategy he could come up with offhand.
“No, Jenna. I was worried about you. Your mother came to my house
and said you didn’t come home. So I went looking for you. But here
you are, and you’re acting drunk or as delirious as possible.” He
took a deep breath. “Jenn, are you on something?”

She blinked myopically. “Like drugs?”

“Mmm-hmm. Or alcohol.” His gaze briefly skimmed the
platform for remnants of a can or bottle.

“No. No, I’m not.”

“To tell you the truth, I don’t even know if you’re
thinking of ending things.”

“You mean us?”

Us? There’d never been an ‘us’ with Jenna. Sure,
they’d been the dynamic duo, inseparable from the beginning. But
‘us’ implied a lot more than they’d ever be. For some reason, his
chest ached at the notion. He shook his head, refocusing. “No.
Hurting yourself.”

Jenna appeared to study his face and he watched as
she attempted to climb up from the steel strip. As she went to step
back over the railing, one of the cables got in the way and her
foot slipped.

Only black space appeared – no barrier to steady her
– and his heart jumped into his throat as she began to fall
backwards, her arms spread out. A scream ripped from her
throat.

Reese lunged, grasped at her flailing hands, and
then got a better hold on her body to yank her towards him,
propelling her back onto the platform. He steadied her quickly; his
arms wound themselves completely around her. He pressed his face
into her messy hair, aware her heart pounded as wildly as his.

“Oh, God. Oh my God.” Wide, cornflower blue eyes
fastened onto him as he pulled away to look at her. “Jesus,” she
breathed, her face white, not her usual rosy shade. “I nearly
scared the hell out of me. I’m sorry, Reece. That was so foolish.
What the hell am I doing?” She winced, as if expecting accusation
in his eyes.

He frowned. He hadn't thought at all, just acted.
Though he didn't know what she'd been thinking, he knew what he
felt afterward. Thank God, he thought, his heart rate still
increasingly fatal. “I don't know, Jenna. Maybe it was hysterics?
Still, I think it's good you were afraid of falling. “

“Yes,” she agreed, pulling away from him to step
back. She curled her hands into fists at her sides. “Wow, you’re
strong. Thank you for saving me.”

“It’s nothing. You don’t need to thank me.”

“But, I do.” She sighed. “I hadn’t realized I’d
complicated everything so much, even before this. What with my
leaving and pushing you away at the same time…anyway, I’m
sorry.”

“It doesn’t matter right now, Jenna. Obviously you
needed to sort it out. So, you said you thought about our
friendship before?” he managed through a throat as dry as
sandpaper. He also wanted to distract them both from what might’ve
happened.

She smiled. “This is not even close to being the
answer,” she gestured toward the railing. “Not that I was actually
considering such a thing. The risk was appealing, I guess. I know I
have people who love me. I’d rather not think about how my mother
would react to the situation. It would affect you too.”

“You know I couldn’t live with that.” He took her
hand and said thickly, “Come on. I’ll take you home. Your mother is
worried sick about you.”

She nodded.

As he drew Jenna to his side and they exited the
theater, he gazed up at the stars above and prayed for whatever god
was out there to give him more days with her, just as he’d been
offered more moments with her tonight.

 


****

 


Jenna looked in the mirror and sighed. As she shook
her head, for a moment she could smell her vanilla shampoo. The
girl before her was petite with long, blonde locks and cheeks that
dimpled when she smiled. Dressed in a pair of skinny jeans and a
baggy black t-shirt which sported ‘New York’ in silvery letters,
she wondered if anyone else could see the flaws in her the way she
did.

What had she become? A confused girl still trying to
get over her problems? After all, she still hated the fact that her
dad was dead. She could only recall glimpses of him, nothing too
concrete, nothing to call a happy memory. But, what was she, other
than an aspiring actress? Maybe just a young woman attempting to
face the trials of adulthood as well as the difficulties of
separation. Had she gone too far, maybe far enough to lose someone
who knew her too well to let her go? Or maybe far enough to nearly
lose herself in the process? She didn’t know.

“Jenn? Hey, your mom let me in.”

She looked up to see Reece. “Hi. I was just
thinking.”

He glanced at the mirror as she approached him.
“About your figure? You look fine.”

Jenna smiled. “I’m glad you came over.”

He took her hand in his. “Are you okay?”

She nodded. Then she cocked her head. “Are you
worried about what happened the other night?” A sigh spilled out of
her. “I swear I didn’t try to kill myself. It was an accident.”

He shrugged. “No, it’s cool. I know. You’re too full
of life for something like that. You did scare the hell out of me,
though.”

“Me too,” she said softly. “I’m sorry.”

He squeezed the hand he held. “Don’t worry about it.
It’s in the past, right?”

“True.” She smiled. “I do want you to know I’m
really okay.”

“That’s good.”

“Look, Reece. I need to tell you something.”

“Okay.”

“You have to promise you won’t be angry with
me.”

“Why would I be?”

“Reece, please.”

He nodded. “All right. I promise.”

“Good.” She sighed, then bit her lip. “I’m leaving
Friday.”

“Well, where are you going? Are you visiting your
grandmother again? I could drive you, you know.”

“No, it’s not that. You knew I was leaving. I can’t
stay here all my life, Reece. I would like to have a career
someday. And there’s a job I want desperately.”

His laugh was short, the calm before the storm, so
to speak. She knew his moods well. “Let me get this straight. You
almost died two days ago, and now you want to leave forever. I
almost lost you and you’re ready to leave? Look, I realize that
whole thing sent you into this decision. But, you already want to
leave without thinking about it? Why don’t you stay here and get
used to the idea?”

“I can’t, Reece. I have to go. This is an
opportunity I can’t refuse. And you know damn well I was planning
this long before that happened on the scaffolding. For
months. I want this, Reece. I have for a long time.” She
sighed. “Look, I need to find myself. Does that make sense?”

He didn’t answer right away. The silence killed her.
“Well, how do you even know you’ll get the part?”

“I don’t. I just want to try.”

“And if you fail?”

“If I fall down, I’ll get up and try again. Isn’t
that how it goes?”

His features were grim. “Can’t you just go away for
a few days and audition, then come back? See if this takes? You
don’t have to leave right now.”

“Yes, I do. This feels right. It’s hard to
explain.”

“Whatever.” He shook her hand from his and started
to leave the room.

She groaned. “Reece Tyler Carson, you always run
away from your problems. Get back here and face me. Quit being an
asshole. And you promised!”

He turned to face her, appeared to collect his
thoughts. After a moment, he sighed, tracking a hand through his
dark locks.

She knew they were perilously close to losing their
friendship as it was. She guessed she hadn’t given him much of a
choice over the last two months.

He spoke up finally. “I can’t say I love the idea.
But if it makes you happy…how can I try to keep you from going? I
just don’t want to lose you in this.”

Jenna was glad they were on the same page. “You
won’t. I’ll call you all the time.”

He frowned, as if he wasn’t convinced.

She reached out and cuffed him on the chin. “Cheer
up, tough guy. How about I take you up on that dinner and drinks
thing you mentioned before?” She knew they needed to somehow tie
themselves back together. Jenna wasn’t ready to let him go
either.

“You’ve got a deal, girlie.” Reece’s sudden grin
sped up her heart.

An odd response, she thought, but she chalked it up
to excitement that she had her best friend back.

Linking an arm through his, she led him out of the
house. Climbing into his truck, she slid across the familiar
leather seat, the welcoming scent of Reece’s ocean-like cologne in
the cabin. Her heart ached a little, nostalgia setting in. She’d
been here many times. So often they’d laughed, plotted adventures,
and even had occasional arguments.

As her companion fired up the engine, she glanced
over at his masculine, sculpted features. He was a handsome devil.
Many girls in their high school class had eyed him. Still, he
hadn’t dated much. But she could be accused of the same, always
focused on her dreams. Also, most guys didn’t understand her
ambitions, or care much at all to hear about the theater. Reece
understood, though. He was a good listener. She knew he’d make some
girl lucky one day.

She had no clue why the notion just suddenly seemed
weird.


Chapter Four

 


Reece looked around the Denver Amtrak Station, where
not only trains but buses departed as well. Where was she? Had she
gone already? Did he get the time wrong? He checked his watch
again. No, right on time. So, what had happened?

“Reece!”

He turned to see Jenna run towards him in a pair of
black skinny jeans, a hot pink glittery shirt, a cream-colored,
short denim jacket and crazy heels he was always surprised she
could walk in. She towed a large fuchsia suitcase behind her.
“What’s wrong? You okay?”

When she reached him, she stopped to take a few
breaths. “Just a second.”

He rolled his eyes. “What is it? Are you too late
for the bus or something?”

“Late? No. Broke? Yes.”

“This is the day you’re leaving and you don’t have
any money? That’s a little strange.”

“Yes, I know. I just need some money to pay for my
ticket. Mark is sending me my last check, but I won’t get it for a
few days. Unfortunately, I’m short about twenty dollars.”

“And I’m supposed to have twenty on my person?”

“You usually do. Please, Reece? I'll send you the
money in the mail.”

He looked away; it was his best attempt at stalling.
“It looks like you’re in a hurry to go. And you’ve only got a short
amount of time.”

“Reece.”

“You should be relieved that I at least have a
job.”

“Believe me, I am grateful to you and your
paycheck.”

“Yeah. I have to go anyway.” He gave her a handful
of bills. He couldn’t see what he’d given her, and didn’t care.
“Keep the change.” He turned away.

Jenna grabbed his hand. “Wait. This is too
much.”

“Keep it. You’ll probably need it for food or
something. It’s a long trip.”

“Well, okay. Thanks.”

He tried to walk off, but she caught his arm.
“What?”

“No goodbye?”

Reece clenched his jaw. “How could I forget?” Like
he ever could.

“Will you wait while I get my ticket?”

He nodded despite the way his chest clenched,
watched her sprint across the station to the ticket booth. When she
came back, he took her suitcase then grabbed her hand with his free
one, leading her outside where the buses were. “Which one?”

“Uh…” She scanned the white ticket. “8004.”

They explored the line of buses, winding through
choking exhaust clouds and deafening engines until they found the
right one. Then they just stared at each other. His sternum felt
like a hot iron poker was stuck in it. Any other day, he might have
blamed it on bad tacos. “I don’t mean to be selfish, but I’ll miss
you.”

A smile crept across her features. “And that
qualifies for being selfish?”

“In a way. I’m thinking of what my life will be like
without you. I won’t have to argue with you anymore, I won’t need
to go to the theater to talk to you, and I won’t get kicked out
again.”

She laughed. “Reece, those are just things you’ll
look forward to.” With a somewhat hopeful expression, she asked,
“What will you miss?”

“Well…I’ll miss the warm smile you give me whenever
you know I’m angry with you. I can’t stay mad. I’ll miss your
generosity. And I’ll definitely miss you. I’ll miss everything
about you, Jenna.” He frowned. “I don’t know what to do.”

She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

Reece looked away. He couldn’t do it. He had
promised himself he wouldn’t let his emotions get the best of him
when she left, that he would keep them inside. He’d be a man.

His gaze returned to her. “Just tell me you won’t be
so involved in your new life that you’ll forget about me. Promise
you’ll think about me at least once.”

Jenna shook her head again. “Oh, Reece. I’ll do
better than that. I’ll call you twice a week. And maybe more. I’ll
tell you everything. We’ll text. Call. Anything we can, right?
That’s what friends do.” She paused. “I know I haven’t acted as
though I’ll miss you. But, I will. I mean it. All this time, this
was just as hard on me, pushing you away. I promise. I don’t want
to leave you, Reece. But my heart tells me it’s the right decision.
I need a career. I can’t waste my life away at the local theater,
or in Denver.”

Reece nodded. “I know. I’ve always known you were
meant for something big. I just wish I had goals like that
now.”

Jenna took his hand in hers. “Then come with me,
Reece. Don’t let everything slip away here. We’ll find a place for
you.” She smiled. “Please?”

He thought for a moment. What would he do? Visit her
again where she worked, or follow her around the city like a lost
puppy? No, he couldn’t do that. They had always been inseparable,
but it couldn’t be the same anymore. It was her life, like Leslie
said. It had nothing to do with him. Jenna needed her space, and so
did he. He needed to find himself as much as she did. She was
right.

“I can’t. I’m sorry. This is me.” He gestured to
their environs. “And that’s you.” He pointed to the bus. Abruptly,
a horn blared. They were obviously aggravating the driver. Reece
frowned. “You should go.”

Jenna nodded. “Yeah, I should.” She appeared to
study his face, as if she sought closure of some kind. “Well,
goodbye.”

After staring at each other for a while, he released
his hold on the suitcase and they fell into a warm hug. Tears
formed in the corners of Reece’s eyes. “Call me or text, okay?”

She buried her face in the collar of his coat. “You
know I will.”

“Yeah, well. Visit me sometime.”

“I will.”

Reece coughed, tears wetting his face at last. He
muttered a curse. “God. Don’t go, Jenna. I’m not sure I can do this
without you.” He ducked his head. “I feel like a fool.”

“Don’t.” She pulled back, offering him a solemn
look. With her thumbs, she chased away the tears from his cheeks.
“I know you, Reece. I know you too well, actually. You can do this.
We both can. Believe me.”

Reece’s gaze found its way to his feet. “Please,
just don’t go.” When he looked back as her, he saw her sad
smile.

“I have to.”

He shrugged. “I know.”

A frown crossed her pretty face. “Reece, this is so
hard to do. I mean it. There’s nothing I’d rather do than stay here
and keep you from having any pain at all. But I have to go.” She
picked up her suitcase and looked toward the bus.

He swallowed hard, tried to dismiss the sting in his
throat. “I’ll be fine.”

“No, you won’t. Probably not until I come back.”

He shook his head. “This is your life, Jenna. You’re
right. You have to go. It’s not about me. This has nothing to do
with me.”

Jenna shook her head. “No, don’t even say that. But,
I guess I should go. Reece, I owe you so much. Thank you for being
my friend.” She cupped his face for a moment, tears shining in her
blue eyes. Then she turned and walked to the bus.

Reece winced. Why did a simple thank you feel so
much like a final goodbye? And how would he live without her? His
chest ached like he’d been punched. He guessed he’d just have to
try. With a sigh, he watched as her bus slowly inched forward then
picked up speed, departed the parking lot.

He could see her wave from the window inside, as
confident as ever. She was amazing. He’d always known that. Having
seen every one of her plays, he knew she’d made the right decision,
even if it did hurt like hell. He could still picture her in a red
wig, belting out in her young voice, “The sun will come out
tomorrow…” as she practiced before him in their tree house, which
just happened to be in his yard. A gift from his mom, though a male
neighbor had put it together for them. But, his childhood friend
had been the star in the school production of ‘Annie’ two months
later, and she’d brought the house down.

Jenna was meant for more than this place. Now he
just had to figure out where he was supposed to be too. It was time
they both grew up.

 


****

 


Jenna stepped off the bus almost as if she were in a
dream world. It had taken a full day, so she was a bit tired from
the trip. And a least the vehicle had WiFi, so she could use her
laptop or phone to surf the internet. Still, the ride had been
interesting. She’d sat, aware of the slight motion of the bus as it
drove along, and became mesmerized by the scenery flying past.
Eventually, everything lulled her to sleep.

Even if this was just a dim parking lot, now she was
in New York City! The land of dreams, where amateurs had the chance
to make it big on Broadway. She already had it planned out. Her
cousin lived in the city and had offered to be her roommate.

“Jenn! Over here!”

Jenna looked up to see the petite redhead waving.
When she approached her cousin, they embraced. “Oh, Diane. I feel
much better now that I know someone here. No one would talk to me
on the bus when I tried. They must have thought I was a weird
stalker or something.”

She laughed. “Come. You must tell me about your
life. Do you think Colorado is better?”

“No! I have yet to see New York! Let me have my fun,
all right?” She linked arms with her cousin. “So, where do we go
from here?”

“We can drop your stuff off at the house and then
explore the city. Unless you prefer something else. You’re probably
tired from your trip.”

“No, even if I am a little, I’m ready to explore. I
slept on the way. I’m fine, I promise. Give me a tour of your
wondrous home.”

“You got it, cuz. Still, let’s not overdo it
tonight. There’s a lot of ground to cover.”

“Okay. You’d know best.”

“Which production are you targeting, hmm?”

“Oh. I thought about the Lion Theatre on
42nd. They have a run of Funny Face coming up…you know,
the Fred Astaire one? Anyway, it’s not a bad place to start.”

“That’s right near Times Square. I’ll get you there,
no problem.”

“Thanks.” As she and Diane hailed a cab from the
station, and then the driver loaded her heavy suitcase into the
trunk of the car, Jenna gazed around at the dark streets, blessed
by random glowing lights. A little flutter hopped in her stomach
and she couldn’t help but smile. She’d realize her dream here. It
suddenly felt right, unlike it had when she said goodbye to Reece.
That had been hell. She’d sucked it up, plastered on her stage
smile as she waved at him, all the while her chest had been tight
and she’d had to hold back tears. No, those came out later. She’d
wept like a little girl at one of the rest stops.

She still missed him, and guessed she always would.
But she knew this was where she was supposed to be. And she’d take
this chance now, ready to face whatever life threw at her.


Chapter Five

 


Patricia Carson came through the door of her home
and dropped her purse on the nearby table in the hallway. She
carried two grocery bags from the store. When she saw her son look
aimlessly through the refrigerator, she laughed. “Honey, can you go
get the other bags in the car?”

“Yeah, sure.”

He was gone for a few minutes. When he returned, he
helped her unpack all the items and put them away. Settled into the
routine, she got out some meat for spaghetti and defrosted it in
the microwave, then unearthed the pasta and sauce from the cabinet.
Smiling, she noticed her son take out the garlic bread and salad
fixings.

Reece shook his head after a moment, stopped in
mid-strike with a knife on a tomato. “I haven't heard from her in a
while, Mom. I'm worried. I tried texting her. I hope she’s okay. I
think…”

She shrugged. “What? That she's forgotten you?”

“Maybe.”

“That's impossible. Friends don't forget each other,
especially friends like you two. Sometimes they lose touch for a
while, but the true bond of friendship is always there. Don’t you
count her as a real friend?” Even though she knew the answer,
Patricia pressed anyway. Sometimes it paid to discover hidden
emotions.

“She's my best friend...”

“But, has she always been there for you when you
needed her?”

“Yes. She was when I had to take those remedial
classes for a semester in elementary. She was there when I had
braces for the first time, and when I was falsely accused of
cheating our freshman year. And when I got injured, you remember
that. She was at prom, by my side, after Kelly stood me up. I was
there for her too, whenever I could be.”

“She'll come around, Reece. I know it's been weeks
since you've heard from her, but it takes patience. She's settling
in, I’m sure, trying new things, making a life for herself. You
just have to wait for her.”

“But that’s the thing. I’m not entirely sure she
will come around.” With a shake of his head, he left the room.
Patricia sighed. She knew he’d come back and apologize once he
cooled off. Those kids were so close, yet far away. In another
life, they might have been fraternal twins. They had always been
well in tune with each other. She knew her son's feelings were
stronger than he revealed and the time he spent apart from Jenna
would definitely take patience. And reflection.

She shook her head. She hoped he wasn’t alone in
what he felt for Jenna. She wanted them to work everything out. And
love was just hard to be patient for. Maybe she wasn’t the greatest
judge, but she had been in love once. That was before Reece’s
father had gotten violent and taken off with another woman, of
course.

But, Reece…Reece was nothing like his father. And
she was grateful for the fact every day. She wished she could nudge
her son in the right direction, but he was just as clueless as
Jenna. What she suspected was between them wasn’t trivial. It was
that once-in-a-lifetime stuff she’d always hoped she’d have.

Her son deserved to be happy. She had faith, though,
that with time they would figure it all out.

 


****

 


Jenna had been busy for weeks. Her life was crazy.
Every second of her free time she’d spent memorizing lines. She had
been asked to accompany Diane to a few parties, but she could only
refuse. She had obligations. Her responsibility was to know her
lines well so there wouldn’t be any problems. She’d needed a
flawless performance from day one. That was the way she had always
worked back at home; except in New York, she was working twice as
hard.

She didn’t mind the workload as long as she didn’t
have to deal with another Lance Summers. She couldn’t deal with
actors for boyfriends and besides, there hadn’t been much chemistry
with him at all aside from his sex appeal according to other
women.

One night, when Diane went out with some friends and
Jenna was practicing her lines at home, she heard a knock on the
door. She was glad for the distraction. Her eyes were killing her;
she’d sometimes tire of staring at black and white all day. Tossing
the script aside, she hopped to the door. When Jenna unlocked the
deadbolt and opened the entry, her eyes widened and she shrieked,
“Oh my God! Reece!” She threw herself into his solid arms.

He sighed against her hair. “What a friend you are.
You’re supposed to give me a ring once in a while, maybe text me,”
he teased.

She pulled away to look in his eyes, but still held
onto his broad shoulders. “I’m so sorry. I’m terrible. I’ve
been—”

“Busy? Yes, I know. It’s fixed in your vocabulary.
But, I forgive you, you little vixen, just this once.”

She grinned. “Oh, I’m so happy to see you, Reece.
Please come in. I’ve forgotten my manners.” She grasped his hand
and led him inside. “It’s such a mess in here. I’m sorry…I didn’t
expect anyone,” she babbled as she closed the door behind them.

Reece shook his head and looked around the
apartment. The living room was enveloped in a shade of light blue
with a border of navy fleur-de-lis stamps on a white banner upon
the walls, while a soft, navy sofa sat in the middle of the room.
Pictures, replicas of Monet and Da Vinci’s works, hung like murals
on the upper walls. And just before the sofa sat a glass coffee
table steadied by a short Roman column. “Jenna, don’t be modest. It
isn’t becoming. This place is great, even classic. It’s...”

“Quaint? Simple?”

“It’s so you, Jenna.”

Tears pricked her eyes for she’d almost forgotten
how well he knew her. How could she allow herself to forget? She
loved things simple yet pretty, elaborately artistic and abstract
yet subtle. Reece knew all of that about her. And for him to stand
before her, it was a mere miracle in itself. “Well, Diane helped,
of course,” she managed a sly comment. “Come on, sit down.” She
dragged him to the sofa. “So, what brings you here?”

“Well, I was filled with tortured thoughts of
neglect, desertion, abandonment...” When she slapped his arm, he
grinned. “I’ll stop teasing. No, really. I just missed you a lot.
I’m trying to get used to the idea of not seeing you all the time.
But, I had to, anyway.” He looked around the room once more. “And
New York. It has a certain appeal to it. I hope I’m not
intruding?”

“Never!” A thrill went through her. “I’m so glad
you’re here. We have so much to talk about. I’d love to hear about
home.”

He nodded.

As he gazed at her, for a moment she thought he
looked enthralled. She shook the thought away. How absurd.

“I’m there every day. Ask me anything at all.”

“My mother?”

“She’s excited for you. When she visits for dinner,
she’s always going on about how successful you are.”

“That’s mom. Blowing everything way out of
proportion.”

“I think she had a clue on this one, though,” he
replied, grasping her hand.

Shivers shot up her spine. But, it wasn’t from cold
or fear or anxiety. It felt more like excitement. Of course she
would be happy, she reasoned. She was with her best friend again
after being so long apart. “And the theater?” she managed.

“As far as I know, your understudy is quite capable.
The play is bringing in a lot of money.”

“I knew Tara would be awesome.” She sighed. “And
Leslie?”

He shrugged. “She can’t help but complain about a
lack of expertise around there.”

“It sounds like her.”

“Hmm.” He picked up the script to his left. “Is this
it? It’s a long one.”

“Yes. I’ve spent every waking hour practicing.”

“This explains your tendency to forget about
me.”

“I’m so sorry.” She meant it.

Reece smiled. “Don’t worry about it.” He flipped
through the script. “And you’re the main character?”

“Yes. Jo Stockton.”

“Tell me about her.”

“She’s shy, a bookstore clerk. A bit of a
philosopher, I suppose. Her father finds her a disappointment.”

“Quite a contrast when compared to your last
character. Or to you...”

“Yes, I know.” Her dad had died in a car accident
when she was two years old. The fact that they both had no real
father figure had brought them closer. Of course, it didn’t hurt
when their mothers were close friends as well.

“And this character named Dick Avery?”

She made a face. “Lance Summers plays the part.”

“I take it you don’t exactly like the guy…”

She fidgeted with her blouse’s buttons. “I once
considered him a friend.”

He stayed her nervous hands with his strong,
competent ones. “You’re using the past tense, Jenna.”

“Yeah.”

“What happened?”

“It’s simple. He wanted more.”

“And you didn’t?”

“Not at all.”

“He didn’t hurt you...” he trailed off, reaching out
to caress her shoulder in a gesture of comfort.

“Hmm.” She closed her eyes. She had missed that
about him. The way he felt the need to touch her when she told him
anything important. “No, he didn’t, but he was a jerk. All upset
because I wasn’t attracted to him, like it was a crime. The kiss at
the end of the play is a chore. Anyway, I don’t consider him worthy
now. I don’t have any use for self-centered people...I mean, if
he'd allowed it, I might have wanted to be friends. Just friends.
But, not now.”
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