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In This Life and the Next 


​Foreword
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We are often taught that the choices we make in life are clear. They are either right or wrong, good or bad, or black and white. But are they? In this book, we explore fundamental moral dilemmas and the impossible choices that affect not only the main characters but also everyone around them.

Written with a sharp focus on psychological realism, this story follows two people who love the one person their society, their family, and even themselves say they shouldn’t. It is up to you, the reader, to determine if that’s true. The questions this book asks are simple:

Do we choose who we love? 

What kinds of love are acceptable?

How far should we go to protect the people we love the most?

And most importantly: Is it ok not to have all the answers?

The answers to these questions are anything but.

Content Advisory: This book contains mature and potentially disturbing themes. Reader discretion is advised. 
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Chapter 1
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April 18th, 1906, 3:07 AM

“No! Oh my God no!”

As the sound of cannon roared and the taste of blood from his fallen brother filled his mouth, his heart pounded as it had when his best friend was shot in the skull two feet to his left. He wanted to believe he was used to the torment by now, but he knew long-lasting peace would never come. 

It had been nine hundred eighty-six nights since Tom Longstreet left Mindanao, and more than five hundred since he last slept through the night. Every time he woke up, reliving the same trauma over and over again, he wondered if they had fallen, or if he had. Then he looked at his wife.

“It’s because of you Anning. When I look at you, I can finally come home,” he whispered.

“I need a walk. Thank goodness she’s a heavy sleeper, and I don’t writhe around like the other men with night terrors,” he thought.

Thankfully, once again, she didn’t notice when he got out of bed. Pershing, their cat, did notice and stared daggers as he watched Tom walk to the door.

“You need to go on a diet boy. Don’t rat me out, I’ll be back.”

As he stepped onto the driveway, he couldn’t believe how warm it was for mid-April. He preferred colder days, as almost everything that could remind him of his campaigns put the Colt back in his hands.

Walking somewhat relaxed him. His neighborhood looked nothing like his hometown or the battlefield, which helped him escape his old realities, even if just for a moment. Thankfully, for at least a few days, he couldn’t hear the cannon fire from Fort Mason, just a forty-minute walk away. He wasn’t sure how long he was outside, but when he came in, there was tea waiting.

"Thank you so much, I don't think it will get me back to sleep though."

"Maybe not, but at least it can get you back to America," she said, wrapping her arms around him.

"If anything can, that can."

"Nothing can hurt us anymore. Just drink your tea and relax."

“Wǒ ài nǐ.”

“How cute, you remember.”

“You’ve taught me how to remember and how to forget.”

“Then focus on what you want to remember.”

“The day I met you.”

“One more sip, then you will.”

As he closed his eyes and drank, he remembered how they met. It was late November 1904, and his boss was demanding as always.

“Another crate Tom, keep moving!”

“We are!” Tom said to his boss.

“You boy, pick up the pace!” his boss barked at the man next to him.

“He’s quite harsh, isn’t he John?”

“Thanks for helping.”

“No problem.”

“Me, being colored, standing up to him...”

“I know.”

“Why are you so nice to me anyway?”

“I told you I come from South Carolina. Civil War family. I saw the freedmen, the scars on their backs. Then, in the Philippines, I saw more, before malaria brought me back here. That’s all I want to say.”

“I understand.”

“I know many whites don’t like colored people, but I’m too tired to hate anymore. I wanted to work on the Embarcadero to meet new people. I don’t have any friends here.”

“I wish I could invite you to Thanksgiving Tom but my in-laws are coming over.”

“Not a problem. I’m going to Chinatown. Because of my service, I prefer my food a bit spicier now. I also want to get a new book, since I just finished one. It’s easier to forget the horrors of this world when you have another.”

“I should learn to read more.” 

“I’ll teach you John.”

“Thank you. Hey, let me take over. It’s only thirty minutes until the whistle. Go get your book.”

As Tom walked to the store he visited at least once a month, he found it amusing how the number of English language books doubled, even though he never saw another person reading them. He settled on a Verne he hadn’t read and picked it up.

As he flipped through the pages, a child was playing with a firecracker outside. Just as it hit the pavement, he flinched. As he returned briefly to the jungles, he dropped the book, only for the most beautiful woman he had ever seen to pick it up.

“Are you alright?”

“Yes, sorry I didn’t mean to drop this,” Tom said, desperately trying to hide his southern accent.

“It’s alright. I know what’s going on. Really, I do.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I hope you find peace. That’s why I’m here. This helps.”

“I know. You buy a book every month. This is your fourth Verne. And it’s not me. My grandfather was from Taiping. He lost four brothers. We know not to wake him up.”

“Maybe I should introduce myself then. Tom Longstreet.”

“Li Anning.”

“That’s so pretty, what does that mean?”

“Gentle presence.”

“What if I were to buy this and then take you to dinner?”

“I’d like that.”

They left the store a few minutes later. It was a short walk to the restaurant, but to Tom it seemed longer than any march he had been on. Once they sat down, Anning ordered for them. As they waited, she could tell how nervous he was and loved it, but for the first time, she was nervous too. As she tried to figure out what to say, the food arrived, and she finally knew what to do to break the ice.

“Want a bite, Tom?”

“Ooh, this is going to be good.”

“Oh my goodness. How? I thought...”

“That you could handle it? They always make it mild for you.”

“Wow, that’s so...”

“Well, at least you’re talking now.”

“I’m sorry, I’m not usually like this. I don’t ever remember being this nervous.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“I hope this doesn’t come off wrong, but your English is perfect.”

“I’ve been in America for twenty-five years. Also, I always wanted to become a nurse, so I read medical textbooks. It helps me learn quickly.”

“Impressive. I’m sure you’ll be very successful.”

“I’m also usually the only person in that store who speaks English, so my parents have me talk to suppliers. I also learned that way.”

“Maybe I’ve met them. Are they usually the ones at the register?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I’ve never said a word to them, so clearly you’re right.”

“Why do you come to our store so often? To see me?”

“If I saw you, I would ask you out immediately. I’d be crazy to wait.”

“He’s so sweet.”

“Aww, thank you. I’m glad I made an impression on you.”

“I’m too eager for her.”

“But to answer your question, it almost felt like I was supposed to. That might seem strange, but that’s what I thought.”

“Not that strange. I felt I had to come out from the back. I usually stay there, but at that moment, that’s what had to happen.”

“Funny how that works. So, have you completed any formal nursing training? I can tell you’ve read a lot of books, but is it true you have to be licensed?”

“I’ve tried to get training at the hospital outside of Chinatown, but they don’t like me.

They don’t want to teach me. They only want to teach natural-born Americans like you.”

“I’m so sorry. I know you can learn. I come from South Carolina, and I know hundreds of people with the same problem. They won’t let freedmen, or their children do anything

except pick cotton. I visit a veteran’s hospital on the Promenade every now and then. I

will see if they’re willing to meet you.”

“And what do you want to do?”

“I want to design buildings. They just built one that’s five hundred feet tall. I saw it once in Philadelphia, and I want to build something even bigger.”

At that moment, a waiter dropped some plates, and he subtly flinched, less than before. He tried to hide it, but she never missed anything. He thought she would find it weak after already seeing him do it once in her store, but all she offered was a slight smile.

“Tell me more about why you jump, if you want to.”

“I talked to the freedmen, heard their stories, and saw the scars on their backs from being whipped, so when I heard there were slaves in the Philippines, I had to try to free them.”

“Did you find any?”

“Forty. I hope they’re doing better.”

“You remind me of my grandfather. He flinches because he tried to help people in war too.”

“I’m sorry. War ruins everything. People say it’s an honor to fight, but it’s the hardest

thing you can do, so you have to do it for the right reason. Usually, there isn’t one.”

“I agree.”

“Why are you staring at me like that Tom?”

“I’m not supposed to focus on your beauty, but I don’t know enough about your personality yet. What if we were to go on another date?”

“Next week?”

“That sounds great.”

They didn’t say much else until they got the check, but the silence was comfortable. Eventually it was time for them to go, but Tom made sure she knew that he didn’t want the date to be over.

“Would you like me to walk you home?”

“Yes, thank you.”

When they were a few minutes away from her store, a man cursed at him in Mandarin.

“What did he say?”

“That Americans like you take advantage of women like us.”

“I would never. I hope people will be able to tell eventually.”

“They will if you come to my store again next Thursday.”

“I’ll see you then.”

Tom Longstreet never passed up an opportunity, and he knew this was the greatest

opportunity of his life. Next Thursday couldn’t come quickly enough. He felt frozen, time moving around him, not with him, and when Thursday finally came, he was terrified, but true to his nature, he was prepared. So was she.

He came into the shop, but this time, rather than buy another book, he brought a small basket of food with him. Just a few sandwiches and water, but he thought they could go to the tallest hill in San Francisco and watch the sunset with the fog underneath. He tried to dress better than before, and he noticed that she had on a Qipao instead of the standard outfit of the day that most women wore. “Wow” was all he could say when he looked at her. At that moment, his fear transformed into awe.

“What would you like to do?” 

He didn’t really hear it.

“What would you like to do?” she asked again.

“Oh, don’t worry, I just didn’t hear you that time. Your dress, you in the dress, I could barely think, you look, wow. I bought food and a blanket. Come with me, I know a good spot.”

They walked along, taking a good twenty minutes to get there, and he felt a peace he hadn’t felt in a while. The first date was nerve-wracking, but this time he felt relaxed, safe, and had hope for the future. They reached the top of the hill, and to him it felt like they were the only ones in the world. His mind drifted off, but for the first time without a thought. She noticed, wondering if he was bored, and broached the subject immediately: 

“Do you not want to be here?”

“I definitely want to be here. This is a lot of fun.”

“Why haven’t you said anything?”

“Because for the first time, I didn’t think about anything other than how you look tonight. It’s so nice to feel this way for once. Thank you.”

“Come on Tom, honesty won’t help you if it feels desperate.”

“It’s alright. You’ve helped me, too.”

“I doubt as much, but how so?”

“I worked in the shop every day since I was twelve. Every day was the same. When I was sixteen, people started being sexual with me, making jokes. They asked me out. I said no to everyone but one. I was in a relationship for two years, but he always acted like he was better than me, because I’m a woman. I could tell from when we met that it’s what he thought, but I thought that was normal, and that every man thought like that. I took a chance with you because you somehow seemed different. I think you are.”

“Thinking you're better than others will only lead to coming home like I am, jumping at the smallest noise, when a firecracker can take you back to the moment you almost died. I’m talking too much. Let’s watch the sunset.” 

They watched the sun near the horizon until the fog rolling in obscured it. He thought about how long it had been since he watched a sunset like this. 

“Thank you for inviting me out again. I thought you’d like watching the sunset here.”

“I do, it's so beautiful.”

“Truth be told, I've never been to this spot. I’ve never been on the top of a mountain without palm trees that block the sun. I just heard of it when I was thinking about what to do this week.” 

“How did you hear of it?”

“I asked. I went to the barracks and asked the officers for their ideas. I wanted it to be perfect. The stars will come out soon. I don’t think there’s a moon tonight.” 

He could tell from her face how touched she was, and didn’t know what to think. He was hoping to impress her, but he knew he wasn’t as smart as she was. He could never become a nurse. Eventually she turned her palm up. He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to, but he took her hand anyway. She flinched. 

“Are you ok?”

“It felt like when you go across a carpet and touch a door.”

“Maybe some other time then, Anning.”

“Let’s try again now.”

That time it worked. The stars came out, and they just sat there. It could have been an hour, two hours, he didn’t know, but he did know that for the first time in his life, time stopped. After some time, she realized that she should be home. Since neither wanted to be apart, it took longer than they expected. When they finally got back, he suddenly became clammy, and as she was about to step through the door, he was compelled to ask her out one last time.

“Anning? I’d like to see you again. Keep seeing you. These two dates have been the best of my life. I’ve dated other people, but I just, I, well, it wasn’t like this. And I’d like to keep seeing you.”

“I’d love to. Maybe Sundays for now. We don’t get as many customers on Sunday.

On any other day, I can only go after the shop closes. Spending the whole day is better than just a few hours. It’s also better not to go to bed late.”

“I’ll see you then. Thank you. If you need help getting work done so you can leave early, I’ll help.”  

He squeezed her tightly but gently and turned around to go home. As he walked away, he could hear her and her parents yelling in a language he didn’t understand. He turned back just for a moment, just to try and see her again.

When he did, he saw she was looking at him through the store window, which he took as a sign that she might be just as interested as he was. He smiled and laughed slightly as he remembered all of this. 

“You have that look Anning. You’re remembering too, aren’t you?”

“Yes. I’m remembering how right it felt. Safe. You never pressured me to do anything. I almost said no when you asked me on a date, but I saw your eyes after you dropped that book. You seemed so vulnerable. You were so embarrassed, but in that moment, I trusted you. Now come to bed.”

When he did, they both had the same thought.

“As long as I have them, everything will be ok.”

They would learn less than an hour later how wrong they were. As Tom’s watch ticked past 5:11, Pershing bolted under the bed, tail puffier than Tom or Anning had ever seen. Three seconds later, the foreshock jolted them awake. Somehow, they both knew that it wasn’t over.

“Anning, under the bed, now.”

A second later, the main earthquake arrived. They only had the time to join Pershing under the bed, as the ceiling gave way moments later. The weight of the bed partially cushioned the blow, but they were pinned down. They tried to escape, but it was fruitless. All Tom could do now was distract her with the idea that they would be alright.

“So, you’re having a girls’ night tomorrow?”

“Three of us are going to get together to play bridge.”

“Any news with them?”

“Mei Ling felt her baby kick.”

“Wonderful. Your parents are coming over this weekend too, yes?”

“If they’re not too busy.”

Their banter continued as they waited for a rescue that would never come. As the smoke started to filter through, he tried one last time.

“No matter what happens, I’ll be there for you, in this life and the next. How do you say, “I will find and love you again, my beautiful wife?”

You should know that one. “Wǒ huì zàicì zhǎodào nǐ bìng ài nǐ ma, wǒ měilì de qīzǐ?”

“And I know you’ll find me again. I’ll wait for you. Wǒ huì děng nǐ”

“I know. When I promised to be with you for the length of all our lives, I meant it Anning. I’m not sure I believed it, but I want to believe it now.”

“We will see each other again, I know it.”

“Then pray with me.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2
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Six Days Later

“The child is dead.”

“And my wife?”

“She’s recovering, Mr...”

“Dreyfus”

“Thank you Doctor...”

“O’Brien.”

“She’ll be back to full health, but she should still stay here for a few days. If it’s any comfort, the child was an exceptionally beautiful girl. The cause of death during pregnancy was most likely shock or trauma within the past week.”

“God, to imagine how devastated she must be.”

“She doesn’t know. She’s been asleep since the stillbirth. We gave her an anesthetic. She’ll wake up in a few hours. Would you like me to tell her what happened?”

“No, she should hear it from me. Such a shame, this is what she wanted the most. It will be difficult to talk about this.”

“You don’t have any children?”

“She always miscarried, but before twelve weeks. We thought she would finally be a mother; that’s all she wanted. That’s why we’re here, actually. We knew how difficult it would be, and we haven’t been able to contact our midwife for a week. She might be dead.”

“She may not be able to have children again. There is a chance that there is damage to the uterus. If she has miscarried multiple times, you may not be able to conceive. I’m sorry.”

“So that’s it?”

“Perhaps. I don’t want to overstep, but there is one more option.”

“Go on.”

"This is one of the few modern hospitals that survived fully intact within five miles of the downtown area. Hundreds of people have come for emergency treatment. Two of them are infants, a boy and a girl."

“And the parents?”

“We don’t know. They were brought in six days ago, and are currently unclaimed.”

"And if I don't claim them?"

"They're wards of the Army. Official policy is they are transferred to state care after seven days, twelve hours from now."

"Right."

“Would you like to see them? Maybe that will help you decide.”

“Very well.”

Harry followed O’Brien through a dark and dusty hall until he came across what looked like an archive. It was clear no one used the room.”

“They are through here, Mr. Dreyfus.”

Harry walked through the door and saw them. They resembled him and Sarah quite closely, but there was a problem.

"They're not newborns."

"About four months old, but they were born premature, probably in late December. They both have minor lung damage from smoke inhalation and severe separation anxiety."

“So, they were brought in together? Twins perhaps?”

“I’m not sure. The nurse gave them to me at the start of my shift, but she started her shift eight hours before I did. I try not to ask questions.”

“I understand.”

“You like them, don’t you?”

“I do, I just wish I knew more about them.”

“Well, the fact that I don’t know anything about them means there’s probably not much to learn.”

“Fair point. May I speak freely?”

“Sure.”

“I sense that you were just as effective as I was based on your answers to these questions.”

“Sharpshooter. First Pennsylvania Regiment. One of the best. I made orphans, so now it’s time to save them.”

“Honorable.”

“Thank you.”

Is this theft, legally speaking?”

“It’s a gray area, but if your names are on the birth certificate, they’re assumed to be yours.”

“Good. She would be devastated if she even thought they weren't her own. I suggested adoption in the past, but she wouldn't have it.”

“Interesting. I am going back to your wife’s room. If you are at least willing to consider, grab the carrier and follow me. Knock on the door and I’ll come out when you’ve made your decision.”

“Can you grab some food for her? If her birth was as difficult as you say, she’ll need it.”

“Of course. I’ll bring her some from my office.”

Harry grabbed the carrier and looked over the babies again. They were small, so innocent. He understood why his wife wanted to be a mother so much. He didn’t think he would bond with them so quickly. 

He walked to his wife’s room and mulled over the decision. The babies needed a home. His wife needed hope. After four stillbirths and a cross in the yard for each, it was easy. He called O’Brien back.

”Any more stillbirths would break her. I will adopt.”

“They sure are big. She won’t notice, or care.”

“I will be back in a few minutes with the birth certificates. We’ll fill everything out except their names. If she has any questions, I’ll answer them.”

He came back five minutes later, and they filled out the documents. He made sure that they were mostly accurate. 

It took his wife fourteen hours to wake up. He thought it funny that if he hadn’t made the decision, his wife would never have known about the offer. O’Brien kept his word.

“Mrs. Dreyfus, you had a difficult labor. For a while we weren’t sure you or your babies were going to make it, but here they are.”

“Babies?” 

“Two, a boy and a girl.”

“They’re big.”

“About nine pounds. That’s why your labor was difficult. They have a small cough from throat irritation, but are otherwise healthy.”

“Thank you God. Thank you doctor.”

“Would you like to hold them?”

“More than anything.”

O’Brien placed them in her lap, and she couldn’t have smiled wider.

“She didn’t even smile this much on our wedding day. I’m so glad she’s happy and they’re mostly healthy. I’d like a turn.”

“I was so worried for you dear, but I’m so happy everything worked out. Can I hold them?”

“Soon, but let me hold them now.”

“Would you like to name them Mr. and Mrs. Dreyfus?”

“I need to sleep, and you might as well just call me Sarah anyway.”

“Harry for me.”

“I’ll come back later. Harry can hold them while you sleep.”

“I’ve got them Sarah. Go to sleep.”

“When she wakes up, ring a bell and a nurse will come find me.”

She fell asleep immediately. By the time she woke up again six hours later, Harry was starving. Thankfully, O’Brien had food for them.

“Sarah, Harry asked me to get some food. After you eat, we can fill out the birth certificates.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Birth certificates then. I’ll get them.”

It took an hour for O’Brien to get back, and by that point, Sarah had finished her food. Harry was glad she was calm. It was his duty to keep her that way. Thankfully, O’Brien spoke first again.

“Alright. Sarah, would you like to name the girl? The babies aren’t legally yours until a birth certificate is filled out. Have you decided?”

“I want a pretty name. Hmm.”

“Well, what if...”

“You get the boy’s name Harry. I can’t think of anything. I’m too tired. Doctor?”

“How about Anastasia, after that princess from Russia? It’s early to say, but she does look like her. You can just call her Anna.”

“That's sweet, I’ll take it.”

"And the boy's name?"

"Will," Harry said, "after William Sherman."

"I like it," O'Brien said.

“They're so cute. This is the happiest day of my life, it's all I ever wanted.”

“Now there’s just the matter of the discharge papers and the bill. I’ll be back.”

O’Brien came back in five minutes. They signed the papers and prepared to go, before O’Brien had more to say. 

“Mrs. Dreyfus, Sarah, I want to show you something. Your difficult birth seems to have imprinted on their psychology in a way you’ll find amusing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Pick them both up.”

Nothing happened.

“Now put them down, and only pick one up.”

“They’re both crying.”

“It is my professional recommendation that they sleep in the same bed for the first year or so. There is mild trauma, but close proximity is the best method of resolving it, for now.”

“Will they grow out of it?”

“Probably by age four, unless there is a significant additional trauma. Now for the bill.”

“Wow.”

“Most births only require one nurse. Yours required three. They are your miracles.”

They paid the bill, but by that time it was 4:00 AM. O’Brien seemed to realize this too.

“You look like you will need a car. You can just use mine. Just wait here, please, while I get the car and driver.” 

Harry was about to say it was not necessary, but it’s not like his wife could walk up and down the hills for the two miles home. While there was nothing overtly hostile in the doctor’s words, he did want to keep his home life private. As he looked at Sarah, he was lost in thought until O’Brien’s driver got his attention.

“Where to?” 

“1900 Union Street.” 

As they set off, Harry could see the hundreds of tents in the early dawn light. There was so much death and destruction, hundreds of orphans, and hundreds of thousands of homeless people. Sarah deserved to be a mother, and they deserved the quality of life that he and Sarah could give them. They made it in about thirty minutes. Sarah was joyous but for one lingering thought;

“Why isn’t he as happy as I am?”

They arrived a few minutes later. Just before they left the car, O’Brien imposed one last time.

“I know this is somewhat rude, but I gave you my food from my office. If I could wait on the doorstep...”

“Harry, get food for him.”

After making some sandwiches, he checked on Sarah and the twins before going out to see O’Brien. She was fast asleep, holding them, and they were holding each other. Harry was still cautious, but realized after he watched O’Brien guide Sarah indoors that he was trustworthy, but private.

“So, First Pennsylvania?”

“Wounded in Savannah. I had killed dozens by then. Hopefully, I’ve matched enough orphans to make up for the ones I created.”

“The war mindset never goes away. Sometimes you just replace it with something else to fight for. You saved my wife and these children. I am forever grateful. Even so, I hope we never meet again. It may make Sarah ask questions.”

“We’ve never met at all. Please enjoy your new life, and “your” new children, O’Brien said as he smiled at them.

The “your” was stressed enough to know that the doctor considered the matter finished just as much as Harry did. Harry stepped through the door and lay down beside Sarah, full of hope, but also with a nagging thought. The only times they cry are when they can’t see each other. How long would that last?

Three hours later, with Harry still watching, Sarah woke up and picked Will up, which made them cry until she put him back. She had the same thought and turned to Harry.

“They are so attached.”

“It took me until I was five to find my best friend. They found theirs already. Still, they’ll grow out of it. It’s not like they can get any closer.”
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​Chapter 3
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Seventeen Years Later

“Ninety-eight, much better. Thank goodness your fever broke last night,” Will said, removing the cool towel from her temple.

“Thank you for taking care of me.”

“Of course. After last time, I couldn’t leave you alone.” 

“This isn’t nearly as bad. It’s just a cold, not the Spanish flu.” 

“Here I am, giving him that stupid smile again.”

“I still have nightmares about it, how fragile you looked. I told myself that no matter how small an illness or injury is, I’ll always take care of you. Do you still ever think about it?”

“No.” 

She did think of it, constantly. With Harry and Sarah in the hospital in critical condition, once again, they had to fend for themselves. From what Anna could tell, his symptoms were more severe than hers, but it was his life’s mission to never be vulnerable around her. For weeks, he cooked for her, walked her around the house, and got up multiple times at night to check on her. 

When he came down to see her, she always pretended to be asleep, but she could tell he was looking. As much as he tried to hide it, the creaking from him going down the bunk ladder was a dead giveaway. In those moments when he put another cold towel on her forehead, told her to drink more water, or even just watched her sleep, she felt safe. Even now, whenever he did her the slightest favor, she thought back to it.

“Liar,” Will said, laughing.

“You’re right. You can see right through me. I don’t like that,” she joked back. 

He loved her smile and laugh a little too much. He could see the light in her eyes, but was disgusted with himself for noticing it, and this time was no different.

“Get it together Will. You can’t look like that when she smiles at you, or when you look at her eyes. Those beautiful, deep blue eyes.”

She could see his expression change to the cold look he had given her for the past year. At that moment, she got a little angry. She knew he could see through her, but she had been trying to reach out to him, and he was cold as ice. What could she possibly have done to deserve him ignoring her for so long? Was he only paying attention to her because she was sick? Over the next few minutes, she let the anger get to her.

“Why now?”

“What do you mean?”

“We haven’t talked about anything real for a year. We used to be best friends. Now it’s like I don’t even know you.”

“I’m sorry, it’s better this way.”

“What do you mean? What did I do? You’re so cold to me now.”

“I’m just, it’s complicated, and private.”

“Nothing should be private from me. You should never hide anything. We’ve known each other our whole lives. No secrets.”

“You’re the one person, truly the one person I could never talk to about this,” he said as he looked down in shame. 

“What really is wrong? If I didn’t do anything wrong, why can’t he tell me? What could he be so ashamed of?” 

“Please, just tell me.”

“I’ll tell you when I solve the problem, I promise. And you didn’t do anything, not in the slightest. You’ve been so good to me, too good to me. I promise it isn’t you. I think you know what it is, so I don’t want to mention it anymore.” 

“She knows.”

Will had always been so stoic. She realized she liked it when he was being vulnerable and could tell he was about to cry. She knew most people would see him as weak, but all she wanted was to comfort him. He seemed to read her mind and stood up immediately.

“Sorry, I need to change my shirt, it smells too good right now,” he laughed, trying to relieve the tension.

He went to the closet, and she had the instinct to follow him. She listened and could swear she heard whispering. He got a little louder and was pleasantly surprised by what she heard.

“Don’t think those things Will. You were doing better this past year, and now it’s all coming back. Back off. If you don’t, she’ll think you’re harassing her, and then what?”

“What things? Does he...? Why do I feel so shy?”

As he changed, she thought back to how she acted during the time he was taking care of her. She regretted how cold she was, but her crush came on so fast that coldness was her only way to hide it. Her thoughts were quickly interrupted when he came out.

“Do you need to change too?”

“No, I was just waiting for you. I just want to thank you again. I’m feeling better now, and I was hoping we could get some fresh air.”

“What do you mean?”

“We just got our licenses. They’re not home, we can go somewhere.”

“Like where?”

“What about the Embarcadero? We used to really like it when we were kids.”

“I don’t know, I might be busy.”

“All of a sudden you’re busy. Look, let’s just go as friends. You’re too hot and cold all at once. Also, do I really smell good?” she asked, giggling and looking away.

“Oh, I’m sorry about that.”

“I just said thank you, no need to apologize.”

“Yes, you do. You’ve always smelled good. That’s why I’ve tried to keep three feet away.”

“Don’t. It feels like you’re ignoring me.”

“I was.”

“Let me make my own decisions about whether you’re being appropriate. Please, let’s be friends.”

“Sure, we can go. Let’s pack a quick lunch and then head out.”

“I’ll take care of that Will. You just sit here remembering what I smell like,” she said, smiling again before walking out the door.

“I wish she didn't smell so good. It makes it harder to keep my distance.”

When she got to the kitchen, she thought about it a bit more.

“I’ll have to watch his face more. I think he is thinking of me. How cute. Be casual Anna. If you seem too eager, he’ll ignore you again.”

After she came back with lunch, even though he had only changed his shirt as a joke, she had a sudden desire to impress. After putting on a flattering green dress, she came out and was pleasantly surprised at his reaction.

“Oh my,” Will said when walking out. “You’re my cutest friend ever!” 

“Just ignore the butterflies Will.”

“Green is your favorite color, of course I’m wearing this.” 

“Is he taking care of me all it takes for me to act like this? He’s so... I’m a little too enthusiastic. Maybe I should calm down a little without ignoring him.”

“Well, if you’re going to look that good, maybe I should change again.”

“Absolutely not. You look perfect.”

“Well, you have always been the more attractive one. Let’s not change that now,” Will said.

“Just ignore the butterflies Anna.”

“I packed us some sandwiches, shall we go?”

“Sure, I’ll drive. Just sit back and relax. You might get sick again if you don’t.”

“Thank you.”

“He’s so sweet.”

Suddenly, she got the urge to look away, just as he always had, but unlike him, she couldn’t hide her smile, and when he saw that, he looked away, smiling too. She also noticed and thought that, maybe, she had finally gotten through to him.

It wasn't a long drive, even though they were driving slowly. The entire time, he looked at her when he was supposed to watch the road. The warm April wind in her hair, the sun bouncing off her cheeks, he couldn’t help it, even though he desperately wanted to. He was completely mesmerized. The silence became uncomfortable, so Anna broke it.

“I can’t believe this is the first time we’ve come here.”

“Anna, we come here a few times a year.”

“We’re taken here a few times a year. This is the first time we’ve come here on our own. We had to ask mom and dad or our friends. Now we can go wherever we want, whenever we want.”

“Very true. When we park, let’s go to the piers, eat our sandwiches, and watch the boats go by.”

“Sounds good.”

“You know Anna, next time we come here we should take the car on the ferry. I didn’t think of it. Then we could watch the sunset from the other side of the Bay. I am truly sorry I’ve been cold to you, but I think you understand."

“That sounds so nice. Yes, I do. I was listening to you in the closet.”

"It's hard to process all my thoughts, but I won't ignore you again."

"I understand. Thank you."

"It's hard to process mine too.”

A few minutes later, they parked, and after a quick walk, they sat down.

“It’s so beautiful here.”

“It is. Will, do you get the feeling that we’ve been on this pier before, just like this?”

“Almost like it was us, but it wasn’t us?”

“Yes, exactly. This feels so familiar, and we’ve never sat here alone just watching the boats go by.”

“I could do this for hours, but it’s like I already have.”

“Exactly.”

After they ate their sandwiches, they sat there without a care in the world. As time went by, she put her head on his shoulder, and he put his arm around her before removing it.

"Are you comfortable Anna? You feel so, for a moment I just, sorry.”

“I lost. She’s so cute, like a little koala hanging on to me. A whole year of control gone in an instant. Ignoring her won’t work anymore.”

"I like it. It feels good. Life feels safer with you."

“When he is with me, I can just completely let go. Life is so stressful, but all I need is this. Finally we’re friends again."

He put his arm back, and she held him tighter and tighter, completely lost in time. After about two hours had passed, the sandwiches were no longer enough to keep their hunger away. As much as neither wanted to, they had to get up.

“This was nice. Maybe we can go to the grocery store and then home for dinner,” Anna said.

“Sounds good. I like quiet days like this. Thank you for being patient with me Anna.”

“I will always be patient as long as you’re honest with me.”

”Ok, let’s go then.”

It took them about five minutes to get to the car, and then they went home. After making several wrong turns, they smelled what seemed like incredible food nearby, so they drove closer and parked.

“I don’t know what place this is, but we have to get food here Anna. We have a little money, and it won’t take too long.”

“We’re in Chinatown now, do you think they will speak English?”

“Some of them will. All of them have been here for at least forty years, so we’ll have some people who can help us if we need it.” 

The first thing they noticed at this restaurant was that it was plastered from the floor to the ceiling with pictures of people. There was a banner on the top that said “愿他们安息”

They took their seats and absorbed the smell. They knew it would probably be the best food they had eaten in ages. The server noticed them and came over. Before ordering, Anna felt compelled to ask who they were.

“They are all the people who went to the old restaurant who died in the earthquake. Their families gave us their photos, and we put them up.”

“Wait, one of the people in the photo with the empty space around it is white,” Anna said.

“They were husband and wife. They didn’t live far. It was one of the most famous love stories in town.”

“Tell us,” they both said.

“An American soldier met his wife in a bookstore near the old restaurant two streets away. They had their first date at the restaurant, and he proposed there on their first anniversary, so when they asked us to do the catering, we were thrilled. It was the most beautiful wedding I’d ever seen. Based on the way they looked at each other, we thought they would be together for the rest of their lives. They were, but it was only a week. 

They lost their lives that night, in the earthquake. Our neighborhood lost hundreds of people. We want to remember them all.”

“They lost the lives they were living, and the lives they would have lived. What a tragedy,” Will said.

“I couldn’t imagine. To care about someone so much, just to lose them,” Anna said, looking at Will ever so slightly.

“I’m glad so many people came to the wedding. They must have been so grateful for all the support,” Will said.

“They didn’t really have support until after the earthquake. We had to support them after that. No one who remembers their story will ever side against love again.”

“Nor should they, no matter how complicated it is,” he said, trying to hide his smile again.

“I never felt so shy in front of Anna before. It's a little scary.”

“So what about you two? How long have you been together?”

“Oh, no, we’re not...” they both said.

“If you say so. What do you want?”

“There’s no English on these menus. Just get us what’s most popular,” Will said.

“Do you want American spicy or authentic spicy?”

“I’ll have American, Will can have authentic.” As the waiter left, they heard him muttering, “kids these days, always afraid to be honest.”

They sat in silence while waiting for the food. People who didn’t know them had always given them sly looks and tiny smiles. As much as they thought it would make them uncomfortable, they were always a little flattered.

Eventually, the food came, and Will was shocked.

“Oh no, no, too spicy, I should have had the American level,” Will said.

“It can’t be that bad. Come on, let me have some,” Anna said.

“Oh my God, how do the other customers tolerate that?”

The waiter knew that would happen and was fighting every urge not to laugh.

“I warned you.”

“It seems like we made a mistake,” Will said.

“He did too.”

“Exactly, he should have gotten American spicy like me,” Anna said, looking at Will again.

“Not him, the guy on the wall. Everyone laughed as soon as he ate, including him. That’s how some of us knew they would stay together. Not many people have the courage or self-esteem to laugh at themselves. Eventually they became a legend. Everyone knows their story. And there are always ways to make more stories. Enjoy your date.”

“People always seem to think he and I are on a date. I wonder how different a date feels compared to this.” 

“You know what Anna, I'm going to finish this, no matter what it takes. God have mercy on me.”

"If you do, I'll drive."

After they finished their meal, they started walking to their car. It started uneventfully, but when they were five hundred feet away, they ran into an elderly woman who stood right in front of them on the sidewalk, staring intently, waiting to speak.

“Ānníng, shì nǐ ma?” “Ānníng?”

“It’s Anna.”

“Ānníng, zhēn de shì nǐ!”

Both of them froze until Anna knew she had to say something.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t speak Mandarin. Have a nice day.”

"I don't know her, right?"

Anna was quite disturbed, so when they got into the car a minute later, Will drove to the store. As they walked through the grocery store and relived the memories of the day, Anna broke the newly awkward silence.

“Do you think what he said about their love is true?”

“He has no incentive to lie to us. Besides, you saw how in love they looked in the photo. It would be easier to find two people who loved each other than find people to mimic them.”

“No, I mean how people can just be ok with love all of a sudden, even if they weren’t before?”

“All people want to be loved in some way. They can be jealous when others have what they don’t, but people also root for the underdog, which is why we come together during tragedy.”

“Wow.”

“And what do you think Anna?”

“All I could think about was if we were walking on the street and the earthquake happened. I kept imagining you falling into the crack and trying to save you.”

“I would probably ask you not to.”

“Well, what if I was falling in?”

“I would try to save you Anna, or just jump in if I couldn’t.”

“You shouldn’t do that Will! What about your future wife and kids?”

“Not having you would make my life meaningless, no matter how many other people I have. There’s no point in going on if you’re not here.”

“Oh my, it feels like the ground is shaking right now. I can't believe his compliments can do this to me.”

“I would jump in, too. I couldn’t live without you.”

“It’s different for you Anna.”

“No. It isn’t.”

The conversation shocked them both. They didn’t speak in the store again, except for what was on the shopping list.

It was later than they thought when they checked out. Thankfully, it was a short drive once again, so they arrived just before sunset. Sarah greeted them.

“You two looked like you had a nice time,” Sarah said, looking at their arms strung around each other.

“We did,” she said, while they stared at each other before quickly moving apart. 

“They’re always staring.”

Later at night, the day’s events came up again. Sarah had tried to get them to have separate rooms over the years, but each time they tried, they would always fall asleep in class within a week. Anna spoke first from the bottom bunk.

“Would you really die for me Will?”

“I would probably find it easier to die with you than live without you, Anna.”

“I don’t know why, but life without her isn’t life at all.”

“I feel the same way.”

“How can I feel that about him? Maybe because he already saved me.”

“How about we just grow old together and be healthy Anna? We don’t need to think about these things.”

“She’ll be even more beautiful when we’re older. Maybe it would be best not to think of that.”

“I’d like that.”

“As long as I don’t get in the way of your future.”

“You are my future Will.”

"You need to be my future. I can't do this on my own."

“I have a sense that you’re just as much my past as my future. Do you ever feel that way?”

“All the time.”

“I feel butterflies every day like I just met you Anna, but also like I’ve known you for centuries.”

“He feels them too.”

“Are you calling me old?” she asked, laughing. “Just kidding, goodnight.” 
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​Chapter 4
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Five Months Later

“Mary? Why are you so withdrawn and anxious lately? I’ve never seen you like this before.”

“I know.”

“We’ve been friends since the eighth grade.”

“That makes it harder.”

“Harder?”

“I’m just going through something.”

“You can tell me anything.”

“I’m not so sure I can.”

“Well, at least try. I’ve never judged you before, not that you cared. When I told you not to smoke, you offered me one. When I thought it was too dangerous to cheat in Mr. Jones’ class, you gave me the answers. You’ve always been fearless.”

“This is different.”

“Tell me. I’m only going to think the worst if you don’t. Are your parents sick?”

“It’s not that. For the past month or so, I’ve had a crush on Will. I didn’t know how to talk to you about it, because I was worried you would take it personally. You’re my best friend, but I know he’s your best friend. I wouldn’t want to get between you two.”

“That’s not what I expected. Well, I don’t know what I expected. Thank goodness you told me. I almost thought something was very wrong.”

“Why does it disturb me? Why should he dating Mary feel wrong anyway?”

“Does it make you uncomfortable? I really don’t want it to.”

“No, it doesn’t make me uncomfortable,” Anna said, looking less comfortable by the second. 

“Could he really want to date her? I don't want to lose him. Never mind, I can’t tell him who not to go on a date with. He deserves someone he can have, and that can't... Stop right there Anna.”

“I can tell it does. But is it ok if I date him?”

“Of course, why wouldn’t it be ok?”

“You tell me.”

“Maybe it’s just an adjustment. We’ve been together so long. You should go out with him. I want you both to be happy.”

“If Will is happy, I'll be happy. Mary should be happy too.”

“Thank you. Together?”

“I only meant we went through a lot, that’s all.”

“Right. We’re late for homeroom.” 

“What did she mean by together? Could she...? No. Impossible.”

Just moments after Anna sat down in homeroom, her head ran wild with visuals of potential dates Will would go on, and she started to feel sick. Her stomach clenched like she had food poisoning.

“I’m sorry Mrs. Lawson, I’m not feeling well. I need to go now.”

Anna ran to the restroom and just barely made it. She had almost no food in her system, but what she had came out. After ten minutes, Mary went to see her.

“Anna, it’s me, are you alright?”

“I’m alright Mary. I think the eggs I had for breakfast were spoiled.”

“If you don’t come out soon, I’m calling the nurse.”

She couldn’t come out. Twenty minutes later, the nurse arrived.

“Anna, it’s Nurse Lee. Can you come out?”

“Soon, I promise.”

"I need to compose myself. This is not normal, it's going to start rumors."

Ten minutes later, she came out, but she still didn’t feel well, so Nurse Lee brought her into her office.

“Anna, is everything ok?”

“I think I had food poisoning, but I’m better now.”

“Maybe you should skip a class and recover here? Do you need a glass of water?”

“Yes please.”

“I just need Will.”

It seemed like she had read Anna’s mind.

“Guard, please get Will. If she had food poisoning, he might too.”

Five minutes later, he arrived.

“Thank goodness you came!” she said, fighting her nausea to get closer to him.

“Anna, don’t stand up, I’ll come to you.”

“Oh my God, she’s sick. I need to help her. I can’t let her see me this way. ”

“Anna vomited. How are you feeling Will?” Nurse Lee asked.

“Very concerned, but physically normal,” Will said, trembling imperceptibly with parallel nausea.

“He’s scared for me. I don't know what I would do if he wasn't.”

“Anna, could it be anything else?”

“All of a sudden, I just felt sick Nurse Lee.”

“I can’t tell anyone it was right after the conversation with Mary.”

“Anna, how about you wait here for thirty minutes. Will, you can go.”

“Would you mind if I stay here Nurse Lee? If she gets sick again, I want to be able to take her home. I couldn’t bear to be away from her in case something happens.”

“If she knew how scared I was, she would have an asthma attack.”

“You always take such good care of me,” Anna said, staring up at him.

"Maintain your composure Anna. You don't want to scare him off again, or arouse suspicion... of what?"

“It’s because I know who I’m taking care of,” Will replied, staring down at her.

“He’s not making it any easier.”

“Fine Will, you can stay.”

“Thank you. Nurse Lee, I’m sure you’re a very busy person. You’ve done a great job taking care of her. Maybe I can take over? She might feel better with fewer eyes on her.”

Nurse Lee looked skeptical but left immediately.

"Something is off with those two."

As soon as she was gone, Will expressed his concerns.

“Anna, what really happened?”

“Food poisoning.”

“You can tell me if you don’t want to talk about it.”

“I’m not sure I can.”

“Well, I may not know all your inner thoughts, but I’ll never judge you,” he said, putting his arm around her, before quickly pulling it away.

"Sorry Anna, I don't want to upset your stomach further."

"It's ok, I don't mind. Put it back.”

"I don't, but should I? Does it even matter if I should?"

He did, and she put her head on his shoulder. They sat there in silence for ten more minutes until he spoke again.

“Are you feeling better?”

“Yes.”

“Anna didn’t have food poisoning then. That takes hours to resolve.”

“I can take you to class, if you want,” he said, removing his arm.

“That would be nice.”

“I have Mary poisoning. Why am I like this? I shouldn't try to control him just to keep him in my life. Who should I want him to date anyway?”

He walked her over to biology class, which was quite uneventful. Mary was very suspicious but decided to forge on at lunch. Anna was just as determined to find out Will’s thoughts and hid behind a tree near Mary to listen in. Will saw her but kept quiet.

“Will, Anna was sick this morning. Is she feeling any better?”

“Yes, thank you for asking.”

“You did so well in your race last week.”

“If I’d known you were there, I would have waved.” 

“You’re very talented.”

“So are you Mary. You were the best on the swim team last year.”

“Oh stop.”

“Don’t stop Will.”

"Don't you hold some swim record?" he asked, trying unsuccessfully to smile wider.

"Four hundred-meter with the County."

"I'm impressing Will. Maybe he will ask me out."

"Impressive."

"He's really flirting with Mary! I should go over there. No, I shouldn't. I'm going there."

Will saw Anna quietly back up and knew she would be coming.

“Oh look, here she is.”

“You have to be kidding. Anna's coming now?” 

“Anna, sit down with us. Mary and I were just talking about sports.”

“You’re joining the swim team again, right?”

“Yes.”

“Will and I will have to come and see you.”

“Both of you...”

“What, it can’t just be Will and me?”

“How about that biology test we have tomorrow?” Anna asked.

“It will be difficult, I’m sure.”

“Oh, what do you think about...”

“Actually Anna, you’re right, I should probably go study for that biology test.”

“I messed up didn’t I? Mary is upset, and Will is embarrassed.”

When Mary left, Will moved closer to Anna, noticing, but not fully processing, that Mary was upset.

“So, you and Mary?” Anna asked.

“Yes, it’s the most natural conversation we’ve had in a while. I didn’t tell her about a beautiful tree I saw today,” he said, laughing.
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