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Chicago, IL

Present Day
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Walt pressed his forehead against the window as he watched the Chicago sky fade to darkness. The sun disappeared behind the buildings, and the temperature dropped into the teens. He could be anywhere in the world—Belize, St. Thomas, Mexico, or even San Diego would do. Anywhere would be better than stuck inside the Billingham Hospital on the loneliest night in the world.

Three months and seventeen days had passed since the fire, and his fiancée was still unresponsive. The rhythmic flow of oxygen pumped through the respirator to remind him of life and death.

“Walt.” Helen Arbol’s voice brought him back to the present. He lifted his head off the glass but still couldn’t look at his mother. He stared at the floor.

She sounded tired and impatient as she shifted in her chair. Her powdery perfume clouded the room, and he wished she’d wear something else. Jessie wouldn’t wake knowing Helen was in the room.

The chair squeaked when she stood and moved toward him. The click of her heels seemed heavier than usual before she stopped behind him. “You’ve waited long enough. You can’t ignore the facts. Make a decision. You have responsibilities.”

His head down, Walt caught the puckered skin coming out of her pale blue pumps as he turned to face her. He loved his mother. Truly, he did. But the last few weeks she had started to pressure him. And now it continued. Family duties called. He had to get back to work.

“You sit. You wait. This isn’t good for you or her. You stay with her, day and night, hoping she’ll wake. What if she does? Have you considered the consequences?”

“I get it, Mother,” he said and crossed his arms.

She had her arms wrapped around her purse. The wrinkles on her usually smooth face showed signs of weariness. At fifty-eight, she tried masking her age by wearing a little too much makeup and dying her hair jet black.

To avoid his mother’s closeness, Walt moved away and went to stand by Jessie, whose face was hidden behind tape and tubes. A strand of her blonde hair fell across her cheek. He lifted the curl with his finger and brushed it aside.

His mother sighed heavily as she walked to the end of the bed. She smoothed out the red prayer blanket a lady from her church had made for Walt and his fiancée. “You heard the specialists. They can’t predict what will happen when Jessica wakes. There’s no guarantee. Her memory may be gone. She may not be able to talk. You’ll have to put her through months of therapy to get her back to normal, if at all. Keeping her on support isn’t helping—you’re only prolonging the unknown.”

A new beep, loud and intrusive, came from one of the machines near the bed. Jesse’s heart rate went up and became a jagged line on the monitor. This had happened numerous times. No one understood why, but he believed it was her way to protest.

“Stop it, Mother,” Walt said, as if his fiancée could hear them talking about her.

Carol, the head nurse, rushed into the room and checked the monitor.

Walt reached underneath the blanket for Jessie’s lifeless hand and squeezed, hoping for a response. They watched the machine until her heart rate went down again and the beeping stopped. Her hand felt cold as he stroked it.

“Only another hiccup,” Carol said as she pressed some buttons. She surveyed the room and frowned, as if aware of the tension in the air between Walt and Mrs. Arbol. The nurse smoothed her hair while she excused herself and left the room.

Helen Arbol moved toward the vinyl green chair and collected her fur coat. “The two of you have been through enough.”

Walt cleared his throat, irritated that she had to get her last words in before leaving.

“I can’t stand seeing you this way. You practically live here and it’s not good for you.” She looked around with pursed lips. The bounty of flowers—roses, carnations, and orchids—colored the room but couldn’t mask the starkness of their present situation. “Even your father agrees with me on this one.”

Walt rolled his head to stretch the muscles in his neck. He wished he could reverse the last few months and start over. If only he had convinced Jessie to stay in bed the morning after their engagement party. He should have gotten out of bed and gone jogging with her. Instead, he went back to sleep to coddle his hangover. He should be the one in a coma.

Walt tightened his jaw to keep his emotions intact. His head pounded.

“Your father returns from Paris tomorrow,” his mother said. “He will be home for lunch. Please, join us. He’d like to see you.”

“I will,” he told her without thinking. He’d do as his father wished.

Helen’s heels clicked against the floor. She gave him a kiss goodbye, patted his shoulder, then left him alone in the room. Her steps echoed down the hall until she reached the elevator.

Walt tucked Jessie’s hand underneath the blanket. He paced the room, twisting his back while waving his arms to relieve his stress. He stopped at the window and looked down at the street. The wind picked up and swirled the snow across the road. The weatherman predicted more snow for tomorrow.

His mother was right. He couldn’t go on like this. Each day he waited for a twitch, a moan, a gasp, but nothing came from her. This wasn’t Jessie. It killed him to see her so lifeless. But how could he give her up? Why did so many people expect him to pull the plug?

A tear rolled down his cheek, and Walt wiped it away. Jessie always put others before herself. She always reached out to him for a decision. Was he being a coward by not making a decision now?

Footsteps shuffled into the room. “Hey, how’s it going, Walt?”

Hearing his best friend, Walt straightened. “Hello, Sam.”

His friend worked two miles from the hospital and came to visit every other day, either during lunch hour or after work. He sympathized with Walt, but he wasn’t one to dwell on it. He kept Walt sane throughout the weeks by keeping their conversations real.

Sam glanced at Jessie, motionless and mummified within the blankets. “Any change?”

“No. No change.” Walt hated repeating the same words each day.

Sam went straight to Jessie and found her hand. He leaned forward. “Hey, Jessie. It’s Sam. Yes, again. Wake up.” He waited. “The ocean’s calling.”

At twenty-eight years old and slightly overweight, Sam was single for the third time. He worked too many hours at his law firm. Both wives found other interests less than two years after they walked down the aisle.

Sam greeted him with a fist to the shoulder. He stepped back and frowned. “You catch a remote glimpse of yourself lately?”

“No,” Walt grunted. “I avoid looking into anything that resembles a mirror.”

“Good thing. When was the last time you slept?”

Walt shrugged. “A few hours ago?”

“No, no, no. When was the last time you slept at home and had a good night’s sleep?”

Walt pressed his fingers against his forehead to think. The days blended together. His daily routine consisted of answering e-mails and messages before breakfast, staying with Jessie until lunch, heading into Arbol Publishing, and then spending the evening with Jessie again. Overnight was at the hospital or a few hours at his parents’ estate.

“You need to get out of here. You want me to stay tonight?” Sam checked his watch. He set his overstuffed briefcase on the floor. “I can if you want.”

“My duty. My shift.”

Sam sat on the couch and stretched his legs out. “Have you made any decisions?”

Walt’s head shot up. “Have you been talking to my mother?”

“She cares about you.” He yawned as if ready to take a nap. “But no, I didn’t. I talked to Senior. He called me from Paris to find out my take on how you’re doing.”

Walt nodded and rubbed his forehead. He knew his father too well. He was preparing to give Walt the same lecture his mother gave but more detailed. “What’d you tell him?”

“You’re great under the circumstances.”

Walt snickered. “I’m not so sure. I snapped at my mother before you got here.”

“That’s understandable.”

“Everyone wants to know when I’m going to get on with my life.”

“And what do you tell them?”

Walt mumbled how it wasn’t his choice.

The doctors had placed Jessie in the coma to allow her head and internal organs to heal. Twice they tried to wake her out of it, but she refused. They had seen nothing like her case. Specialists came in to study her chart. No one offered him hope. She was merely a curiosity to them.

“You can make the choice,” Sam said. “We gave you the authority. In court. Remember?”

Walt snapped, “What would you do? Let her go?”

“I can’t make that decision for you.” He raised his hands in defense.

“Why not?”

Sam gave him a nervous laugh as if knowing the dangerous territory he was about to enter. “I can handle criminal actions, not emotional decisions. Remember, I’m the one with two failed marriages.”

Walt rubbed his chin, annoyed at his friend’s safe response. “If it were Sarah or Kelly, would you have pulled the plug?”

“Before or after the divorces?”

Unlike his friend, Walt wasn’t in the mood for humor. He joined him on the couch. “I don’t think she was happy, Sam.”

The night of the engagement party was a telltale sign. He saw the expression on her face when they toasted, and his mother didn’t raise her glass. Jessie had needed some kind of acceptance from Helen, but none was offered.

“Why do you say that?”

Walt shrugged and rubbed his eyes. They hurt from lack of sleep. “I don’t know. Me, having money. My family. The business. I know she loves me, but I think the wedding was getting to her.”

“Isn’t your mother involved?”

Walt snorted. “Yes. She’s taken over the wedding.” His mother was a bit controlling. “Jessie wanted me to elope. If we had, she wouldn’t be in this coma.”

“Don’t beat yourself up, man,” Sam said. He rose from the couch and groaned at the effort, then shuffled over to Jessie’s bedside. “You can elope once she’s awake. If, of course, she’s still intact.”

Walt shook his head, angry at his friend for thinking like his mother. He kept his temper in check while Sam leaned over to play with Jessie’s nose. He gave it a wiggle—his goodbye to her.

“See you again, Jessie. Walt, here, doesn’t need a break, so I’m heading home to White Castles and paperwork. Hopefully next time you’ll be up and about.” Then he straightened and held out his hand to Walt. “You got some thinking to do. I’ll catch you later.”

Walt stood and shook his hand.

Once his friend was gone, he listened to the swish and click of machines near his fiancée’s bed. He pushed his shirt sleeve up. Eight-fifteen. The nurse would be in to check on her soon.

Throughout his career, Walt made decisions. His instincts for keeping Arbol Publishing thriving hit the mark. He worked his way up in the family business, starting in the mailroom and gaining the respect of the other employees. He learned the ins and outs of publishing, every aspect of their five magazines and what it took to keep them successful. After moving around to different divisions until he learned them all, he was appointed president of sales and marketing. Walt proved his worth like his father, Walt Senior, had when he started the business forty years ago.

So why couldn’t he make this one decision? Why did he let the world go on while his life was on hold, stuck to this one little room? As long as he let the machines click, Jessie stayed alive. The decision that tortured his heart also prevented him from saying it aloud.

Walt went over to his sport coat, folded across the chair, and dug into the inner pocket. He found her engagement ring, ready for her to wear when she woke. He held it up to the light and then twirled the band around to admire the rare diamond. The minute he saw the brilliant hues of blues and reds, the jeweler had his money. Six months ago, Walt had placed the ring on her finger as they walked the beach in Carmel. They played in the waves and kicked up the sand after she said yes a dozen times. They’d been like little kids.

Walt slipped the ring on her finger where it belonged. The diamond came off sometime during her courageous effort to get the children out of the burning house. His father found the diamond on the ground near where she fell off the roof. One earring went missing. The other was still in place on her right ear, safely locked in place. Why the hell hadn’t the other one stayed locked? The jeweler guaranteed she would never lose them. So much for the man’s word. Walt snickered in contempt.

He bent down to kiss Jessie’s forehead. Kissing her lips was one of the things he missed most.

“Come on, Jessie. Open your eyes for me.” He caressed the top of her head. “I will always be here for you. No matter what.” He hooked his fingers around the black band holding her hair in place and pulled it away. Her blonde hair, dull from lack of care, fanned out across the pillow. The nurse had wanted to cut her hair short, easier to maintain, but Walt refused. Jessie would’ve been livid.

Standing up straight, Walt’s six-foot-four frame towered over the bed. He checked one more time to make sure the ring was centered, the right earring was locked, and her hands were comfortable at her side. He smoothed out the sheet and blanket covering her.

Walt stepped away from Jessie and headed toward the nurse’s station outside the door of her room. Disinfectant hit his nose as the night crew started their cleaning.

Carol, the head nurse, smiled at him when he placed his hands flat on the countertop. Her expression changed to concern the instant she saw his face.

“I’m ready,” he said. The words were flat and lifeless.

Carol shook her head as if unclear about his meaning. She leaned forward and waited.

Walt’s tongue felt thick and his throat dry. “I’m ready to sign the papers.”

Carol shot up from her chair.

“I’ll call Dr. Maguire,” she said and scurried off.

The signing of papers, the verbal explanation from the administrator of what could happen became a blur as Walt agreed to everything and signed wherever the worker pointed his finger. They’d been over this before. He knew the consequences. Just get it over. Carol asked if he wanted time alone with her before they began.

No.

Walt cowered in the corner of the room while two nurses and the doctor performed tests and checked Jessie’s vital signs. Right before they shut the respirator down, Dr. Maguire glanced over to see how he was doing. Walt wouldn’t look back. He wrapped his arms around his waist and braced himself against the wall.

The respirator stopped.

Many nights, the machine gave him comfort as he sat next to her, thinking of their lives and wishing they were walking down the aisle with her in a stunning white gown. The sudden silence in the room pained his ears. Sweat beaded on his forehead and upper lip.

Closing his eyes, he pictured Jessie’s smile. The way she’d laugh and take pictures of him with her camera as they lounged in bed. How she’d make breakfast and always burn the eggs.

Walt jumped as a second monitor beeped in one continuous tone. He knew that alarm. She wasn’t getting oxygen. The doctor and nurse worked to remove the tube from her mouth, ripping the tape from her face. Another high-pitched tone joined the beeping. Her heart struggled to beat.

Oh, God! Walt sucked in air as if it were his last breath. The blood ran from his head; his face felt cold, and his world turned ash gray.

“What have I done?” He sobbed the words repeatedly in his head as his knees buckled, and he slid to the floor. He promised to take care of her. He promised.

The beeping stopped.
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::: Jessie :::

Chicago, IL

Three Months & 18 Days Earlier

––––––––
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Jessie flipped open her suitcase in a panic. The sexy tone of the saxophone filtered up to the bedroom as the piano played light jazz. The guests continued to arrive downstairs, and an occasional laugh rose above the music and chatter. She knew Mrs. Arbol would be craning her neck, watching for them to make their entrance.

She rummaged through the clothes but couldn’t find what she wanted. Why hadn’t she packed her outfit on top? Finding her four-inch heels, she tossed them to the plush carpeted floor. She spotted a pair of black pants and pulled them out.

“Not those,” Walt called out. “Dressier.”

Jessie took a split second to admire him walking across the bedroom toward the closet. He wore only a towel. He had a straight-lined waist, not muscular but not flabby, with black fuzz curling from his chest to underneath the towel. He used to wax his front side, but she convinced him to go au natural. She was glad he did. It made him sexier. She shook her head and turned back to her task.

Their engagement party, the event of the year, given by Mr. and Mrs. Arbol at their estate for their son Walter Edward and his bride-to-be Jessica Sara Rossen, was about to begin. She needed to be dressy for the formal event. If it were up to her, she would have had a barbecue, beer, and a fire on the beach.

She dug deeper and found her simple black dress. “How ’bout this?”

Walt peeked out from the closet to see what she selected. He hung a crisp gray suit on his valet stand and then removed the pants with care. He seemed so calm and in control. “Didn’t you pack your blue dress?”

Good idea, she thought. The dress was stretchy and wouldn’t show the wrinkles. A large, jeweled brooch would add the elegance it needed.

“Five minutes.” Walt looked at his Rolex.

Jessie moaned to protest. The day had been crazy. She arrived from New York after a two-day photo shoot for an article on the newest clothier in the city. Walt, arriving from their branch office in California, met her at the airport. And then there was the Chicago traffic to deal with before arriving at the estate.

She found the blue dress and slipped it on. She skipped the nylons. Mrs. Arbol wouldn’t approve but tough shit. Her legs were smooth and tan.

“Perfect.” Walt kissed the back of her neck when she held her long, blonde hair to the side so he could zip her up.

The thrill of his touch made her shiver with delight. She loved his butterfly kisses. She would have been perfectly happy staying in his boyhood bedroom, making love instead of mingling with his family and business acquaintances.

“Are you sure we can’t elope?” she asked when he stepped away, their moment over.

The wedding was no longer an intimate event. His mother took control and hired a planner after seeing Jessie search for venues that were unsuitable for the Arbols.

“We can,” Walt said but shook his head in contradiction as if subliminally telling her no. He struggled with tying his tie and started over.

“This is insane...all the parties.” They had three that weekend—the engagement party, a Sunday morning brunch, and then a cocktail party in the afternoon. She couldn’t wait to get back to California. Home. She missed her one-bedroom cottage.

“Let’s enjoy ourselves tonight. Relax.”

Time to zip it. She heard the irritation in his voice. Jessie didn’t want to start a fight; however, she hated when he put her in her place. This is your new life. Get used to it.

Dress on. Heels on. She stood by the door and waited for her fiancé as he managed his tie. He grabbed his suit coat.

“You look beautiful,” he said, joining her.

“Why, thank you, my handsome man.” She helped tame the one strand of his black hair that fell across his forehead.

“Let’s do it.” Walt took her arm. He straightened his shoulders and became the powerhouse that controlled the family business.

Jessie smiled and her lip began to twitch. She was meeting two hundred people and had to uphold the Arbol standards.

She played her part as the night dragged on, and she tried to be upbeat and positive. After all, her engagement party was a time for celebration. Jessie wandered through the foyer, the grand room, and then the conservatory, where she smiled and mingled with the guests. Walt had disappeared some time ago, but she was used to it. Her fiancé was always in demand.

She stayed in the conservatory where she felt the most comfortable with the lush plants and bright flowers. Here she smelled spring on a cold fall day. Walt’s mother spent every morning in the room tending to the plants. She meticulously dusted, fluffed, and watered each one. Like her son, they were perfectly groomed.

“Pinot, please,” Jessie said to the bartender when she stopped at one of the bars set up for the evening.

An older man approached the bar and ordered a Scotch. Jessie smiled and he completely ignored her. It wasn’t a slap in the face but close. The guest received his drink before she did. Why should she be surprised?

With wine finally in hand, Jessie wandered back to the foyer, wanting to take five minutes to herself. She could slip into the library or run upstairs for a break. She was tired of the men staring at her as if she would make a good trophy wife. The women were just as bad, giving her smirky, polite smiles and congratulating her with air kisses as they pretended to be happy for her. Why should she be upset by their reaction? Mrs. Arbol treated her the same way. Jessie didn’t fit in their world. A highly in-demand photographer wasn’t on their list of desirable friends.

“Darling, how many of those have you enjoyed drinking so far tonight?” Helen Arbol snuck up from behind and put on her Audrey Hepburn smile. She wore a feathered shawl for the evening and had her hair piled high atop her head.

Jessie tightened her lips. She smiled and said, “Not nearly enough.”

“Don’t be tipsy for the toast.” Her future mother-in-law ignored the remark, having her own agenda. “Walt Senior is ordering the champagne to be served.” She gave another pleasant smile and then found guests to join.

Walt’s mother never admitted she was disappointed in her son’s choice of bride. However, she let her future daughter-in-law know how lucky she was to cast a spell on her son. Jessie should feel privileged and honored that he picked her. Sometimes Jessie wondered if it were more of a curse.

“There’s the bride-to-be.”

Jessie smiled when she saw Sam. Walt’s best friend, a reputable lawyer, didn’t fit the mold of the Arbol circle, yet, being Walt’s long-time and only pal, he was accepted.

“You’re a welcome sight,” she said and gave him a hug. He smelled of Old Spice, which reminded her of her grandpa.

“The crowd too rowdy for you? Gotta be alone?”

Jessie laughed when she gazed across the room. The guests in all their finery seemed to be enjoying themselves. They smiled and hugged in greeting, but they did so with poise and charm in case the photographer happened to snap a shot. God forbid if they were caught laughing too hard and showing their wrinkles. “Yes. I need air. Fresh air.”

“Then let’s wander outside, but first...” He ordered a rum and coke from the bartender.

With drink in one hand, Sam held out his other arm for her to take. His suit was a little snug, and she saw the white of his shirt as the jacket spread apart. He had gained weight, something he did after going through his divorces.

“How’s your lake place?” She referred to his cabin in Wisconsin, thinking it would be nice to be up there right now.

“Great. I fished, walked the woods, and didn’t have a raging wife to tell me how to run my life.” Sam provided her with a cheesy smile. “You still need to get up there, you know.”

“We will.” She hugged his arm. “One day we’ll take you up on the offer.”

They walked into the grand room. The three crystal chandeliers and the shimmery gold drapes were like jewelry adorning a queen. The musicians played a waltz but no one danced. What a shame, she thought.

Jessie’s parents had loved waltzing around the living room, whether listening to the stereo or humming their own classical masterpiece. They’d make her join them, and they’d dance together without a care in the world.

A lump grew in Jessie’s throat. Her cheery façade saddened for a moment. How she wished her parents or even her grandpa, the one who raised her, could be there to see her marry. All three were gone.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.” Jessie smiled, bringing herself back to being the honored guest.

Walt found her from across the room, and she waved to him. He saw Sam with her and walked over to greet him.

“Are you harassing my bride-to-be?” Walt shook his friend’s hand.

“Why would I harass her over you?”

Walt laughed.

“We were heading outside for some fresh air,” Sam said in an English old lady’s voice.

Walt raised his eyebrows and played along. “’Tis a good e’ening for it. But I must steal my bride-to-be for a moment. Would you mind?”

“Carry on.” Sam bowed out. “Go find some crumpets or something.”

***
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Walt wanted Jessie to himself, and the opportunities to be alone were limited. During the three hours since joining the party, he snuck in two quick hugs and a kiss. This was his turn to have her. They could spend time with Sam later.

“Come, follow me. I have something for you,” he said and took her hand. He pulled her away from the party while waving or greeting people as they made their way to the patio. They left the music and guests for the quiet October evening.

The fresh air cleared his senses. His parents’ friends must own controlling stock in perfume because the concoction of scents filled the room as if it were money. He learned to wear little aftershave after throwing Jessie into a coughing fit when he doused himself on their first date.

From the patio, Walt guided her around to the hedge garden beyond the pool.

“I wouldn’t go too far,” Jessie warned. “We don’t want to disappoint your mother by being late for the toast.”

“She’ll be fine,” he said and patted the stone bench for her to sit. Normally, the fountain was drained for the winter, but his parents kept the water flowing for the guests to enjoy.

Walt took in the moment, listening to the water as it rained into the pool from an ornate spigot. He loved the hedge garden, his favorite place to hide when he needed to be alone.

“Fresh air,” Jessie said after taking a deep breath. He knew she referred to the quiet. Inside, she used her polite smile. Outside, with only him, she closed her eyes in relief.

“A beautiful night.” Walt looked up to the sky. The stars weren’t as bright with the house lit up, but they were still pretty. He turned to face Jessie. Her blonde hair layered down her back as she tilted her head to reveal a slender neck needing to be kissed.

Walt resisted his urge to devour her. The party continued in the background, and the guests must be wondering where they were hiding. He didn’t have much time. His hand went to his coat pocket, and he pulled out a velvet box.

“This is for you. I meant to give them to you earlier, but with all the rush...”

He sat down next to her on the bench and held out the present. Jessie opened her eyes and they widened when she saw the box. He cleared his throat. “The day I purchased your diamond ring, I ordered these as well. Cut from the same rock.”

Her blue eyes fluttered at him with curiosity and then went to the box when she took it from him. She gasped after opening the top. A pair of earrings, a carat each, sparkled at her.

Walt smiled, pleased with her reaction.

Even in the dark the stones lit up like fire. Each cut released brilliant reds, yellows, and even blues. The gems came to life when he held up her ring finger to show her how they matched.

“They’re beautiful.” She moved the box around to admire the changing colors.

“And special. They lock.”

Jessie laughed with some embarrassment.

She had lost a pair of ruby earrings, a present from him on her last birthday. With the diamonds being rare, he had the jeweler custom-fit the locks to keep them on her ears.

“How do they work?” Jessie couldn’t figure out the mechanism.

“Like this.” He used his fingernail to push on the edge of the post, which popped a spring. It opened the lock.

Jessie removed the pearls from her ears and placed them in the box. Walt helped her put the diamonds in and locked them in place.

“How do they look?” She placed her hair behind her ears to model them.

Walt smiled. He leaned in and kissed her, first gently and then with solid desire. He moaned, “I could lose myself in you. Right now.”

“I wish you could too,” she said, kissing him back.

Her hand went to his thigh and her touch triggered a reaction between his legs. He wanted in. They made the perfect couple. She was beautiful inside and out. He had the power and money. They could go a long way together.

“Mrs. Jessica Arbol-to-be, you make me complete.”

“And I have no idea why.”

“You may not think you fit in, but you do. You’re the only woman for my heart.”

Jessie laughed and wrinkled her perfect little nose at his corniness.

“I know you’re nervous about the wedding and my mother getting in the way. Trust me, it’ll be fine.”

“I know.” She tilted her head upward and welcomed the breeze as it blew against her face. The smile she gave didn’t reach her eyes.

Walt ignored it. She had jetlag. Besides, his instincts were never wrong. They were meant to be together.
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Chapter 2
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::: Jessie :::

Chicago, IL

––––––––
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Jessie flipped the comforter over her head. Birds sang and the sun shined through the window. Neither would let her sleep. She peeked out of her cocoon and over at Walt as he lay by her side, snaked within the sheets. He left her a small wedge of the king-sized bed and claimed the rest for his domain.

She thought about pushing him over a few times during the night, but his snoring, muffled against the white fluffy pillow, made her think twice. Why disturb the vibrant baritones? This was quieter than the bear he became if he didn’t get sleep.

Jessie wished the party hadn’t overwhelmed her so much. A night filled with too many people and too many ass-kissers. More than enough plastic smiles masked what a true celebration should be. She thought back to the over-friendly reminders of how lucky she was to nab the heir to Arbol Publishing Company as her fiancé.

Walt lived Rolls Royce. She lived Ford. Even when they said their goodnights to the last guests at two in the morning, his mother managed to remind her of it.

Replaying the night or having a vision of his mother in her head was the last thing she wanted now. She remembered Walt’s words. “Trust me, it’ll be okay.” Being the one used to power, he had no idea the pressure she was under.

She stared at the wall shelving Walt’s collection of old rare coins, handed down to him from his grandfather. She felt as flat and lifeless as the little treasures. A strong cup of coffee and a jog would get her brain and body functioning again.

Jessie slithered off the mattress to the floor. She crawled to her bra and panties across the velvety blue carpet, where her open suitcase had been tossed off the bed before she went to sleep. She found her yoga pants tucked in one of the side pockets.

A yellow envelope fell to the floor, and she picked it up. Two wrinkled photos slipped out. The first one was of her parents. The couple, with their arms wrapped around each other, gazed into the other’s eyes. They posed like Clark Gable and Carole Lombard as they stood in front of a borrowed two-seater plane. Jessie let out a soft, sad sigh. She wondered if they would be proud of her—photographer, traveler, homeowner, and soon to be married. They always told her to go with her heart. Her parents’ connection for each other had been deep, and they wanted their only child to find the same type of love.

Jessie switched pictures. The second one was of her and Grandpa. Her rock. His expression was mean, as was his usual stance, but that was only a front. Many didn’t like him, but he treated her with a kind heart. She doubted if he’d like Walt. Grandpa Rossen was practical and didn’t like all the flash. She placed both photos back into the envelope and tucked it next to her passport.

She grabbed a white, long-sleeved shirt and slipped it on over her bra, both smelling like stale perfume. Next she struggled with the yoga pants. The leggings weren’t working to her advantage as she tried sticking her feet into them.

As she danced to get her pants on, Walt sprang up. “Hey!”

Jessie jumped at the sound of his voice and almost fell backward. “Go back to sleep.”

“What time is it?” He played with his mouth, and she knew it was dry from the alcohol and snoring. He rubbed his eyes.

“Too early for you to get up,” she said.

He flopped back down into the pillows. Soon he was back into a routine snore. Poor guy. He was going to be hurting today. After the toast, she had no idea how many shots of vodka and whiskey were passed his way.

Jessie tiptoed to the bathroom and shut the door. She turned on the ornate silver handle for Hot and waited for the water to turn warm. She washed her face. A shower would be better—wake her up more—but she’d wait until after her jog.

The only towels in the bathroom were thick like pillows and embroidered with Walt’s initials. She used a corner of one to pat her face dry. Seeing the mess in the sink, Jessie grabbed a tissue to wipe down the powder-blue scalloped bowl.

She never liked visiting Walt’s parents. The house was too stiff and formal. Jessie wondered how Walt had survived their pickiness.

Creeping back into the bedroom, she grabbed her phone and checked for messages. The airline company changed her flight number for her next photo shoot in New York. A new client wanted brochures and a web ad with her photos. Another wanted her to review a contract. All could wait.

“Why aren’t you here in bed with me?” Walt’s deep voice shot out from the bed. He peeked over the comforter. His black hair spiked in every direction, while dark shadows and saggy skin beat out his good looks and strong appearance.

“You need sleep. I need a good run.” She found a binder and used it to put her thick, wavy hair into a messy bun.

“You don’t want to stay here with me?” His lips formed a pout. His head came up too fast and he winced.

“I need some fresh air. Get rid of my headache.”

“I can get rid of your headache...” He opened the comforter for her to join him.

She laughed. “You’re in no shape to please me or us.”

“Ahhh, I’m worth it. Honest.” He patted the empty space next to him.

Jessie grabbed her jogging shoes and a light jacket before walking over to the bed. Careful, so he couldn’t pull her in, she held his chiseled chin upward and gave him a hard, quick kiss on his lips. “I need some coffee. You sleep. We’ll see how you’re doing when I return.”

Walt sighed. “Be careful. Wear your good running shoes so you don’t trip.”

“They’re the only ones I brought with me,” she said and rolled her eyes.

“And your reflective shirt.”

“It’s daylight.” She wasn’t going to wear bright neon green. Her eyes wouldn’t take it.

His phone buzzed, which reminded him. “You have your cell?”

“No. I won’t be out for too long.” She put on her Nikes while he checked his message.

Walt tossed his phone to the side of the bed. He gave up and dropped his head to the pillow. The phone went off again so she reached over and turned the volume to vibrate. She wondered if his texts were the culprit that kept her up throughout the night.

Jessie closed the door and then walked down the elegant hallway that opened to the grand foyer below. She stopped for a moment to admire the crystal chandelier as it dripped like sparkling rain from the ceiling. She smiled, remembering her earrings. Walt loved showering her with jewelry. The customized locks for the diamond posts were a little over the top but understandably so. The clarity and color were rare, as he stated. She wouldn’t forgive herself if she lost the earrings. Or her ring.

At the bottom stair, Jessie stopped to listen to the activity. The sound of shuffling chairs, the faint clinking of glass, and Spanish whispers came from the other room. The hired help were cleaning the mess from the party, and they seemed relaxed as they chatted back and forth. A definite sign Mrs. Arbol wasn’t around.

Jessie escaped out the front door. The crisp morning air sent goose bumps across her arms. She was glad she brought a jacket and put it on. She rotated her shoulders, shook out her legs to get the blood flowing, and then walked down the long circular driveway. At the road, she turned left and started her jog. She passed the perfectly manicured lawns, the trophy houses, and the sidewalks so white they shined like marble. Even the leaves on the ground seemed to be in perfect piles after falling from the trees.

Jessie came to an intersection and jogged in place. She decided to turn left to leave the pristine neighborhood and slid through the back gate that secluded the rich from the everyday souls. The smaller, quaint homes fit her comfort zone.

Her side started to hurt. Jessie slowed to a walk. For the first time, she noticed the weathered farmhouse tucked away from the street. The place seemed as if it had been grand in its day, and she wondered if the house would be worth renovating. The shabby white paint, the boarded windows, and the black, crooked shutters were all fixable. She loved the large porch gracing the front and imagined entertaining guests as they sat in white rockers, sipping strawberry margaritas and enjoying the summer day. If the farmhouse weren’t so close to the Arbols’ estate, she would consider buying it, if for sale. Now, the home stood abandoned, stripped of life.

A group of younger kids ran out from the backyard. They played with a huge, bright blue ball, kicking it back and forth to each other. She counted four boys and one girl, who was younger and maybe tagging along after her brother. Jessie wished she had her camera. The kids were using the yard as their playground, and she envisioned a black and white photo with only the ball colored blue.

The little girl screamed in pretend agony when a redheaded boy around eight years old picked up the ball so the girl couldn’t reach it. He tossed it to another boy, who ran and disappeared around the farmhouse. The rest followed.

The moment over, Jessie continued her walk to a busier street. She spotted a coffee shop a few blocks away and increased her pace, the focus on caffeine.

The place was on the corner of two streets and reminded her of a little shack with gray wood siding and a matching door. A whiff of strong, black coffee greeted her even before she entered the shop. A wooden counter, made from an old saloon bar, lined one side of the shop. The other side had a row of tables with chairs for customers to enjoy their fresh lattes and cappuccinos. The chairs were empty.

The lights were on, the door unlocked. They had to be open. Jessie waited at the counter. She traced the gouges in the wood with her finger and wondered how many old-time brawls and beer bottles had passed over the bar.

“How may I help you this morning?” A thick, Jamaican voice sang out to her.

“Oh!” Jessie jumped. Her hands popped away from the counter. She turned to see the woman saunter toward her. Where did she come from?

She chuckled. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Jessie shook her head, embarrassed. “I should have been paying attention.” She was still perplexed by the woman’s sudden appearance. Had she come from the back? “I guess I’m a little out of it this morning.”

“I can help you with that.” She lifted part of the counter top and stepped behind it. “My coffee can be customized with just the right potion.”

The woman held her head high like a queen, a Jamaican queen. She had smooth dark-chocolate skin, and her eyes were exotic and deep. Most people would shy away from the intensity of the woman’s stare, but Jessie found her intriguing. Something about her made Jessie think of good and evil combined. Again, she wished she had her camera.

The ding of a timer sounded from the back of the coffee shop.

“Excuse me,”—the Jamaican queen bowed her head—“I have scones in the oven.”

“Of course,” Jessie said.

“Here is the list of my specialties.” She pointed to the board on the wall before disappearing.

Jessie studied the specials. Some blends had herbs or powders with unfamiliar names. She tapped her fingernails against her lips while attempting to decipher the different creations. Giving up, she placed her hands on the bar and waited.

The Jamaican queen appeared again. She studied her for a moment and then pointed one of her long, red fingernails toward Jessie’s hand. “This is your first time here.”

“Yes, it is.” Jessie wondered if she had something on her hand. She had her engagement ring on, but the woman wasn’t focused on the rock. Instead, she seemed to be reading her fingers like a fortuneteller reading a palm.

Jessie became curious as the Jamaican queen closed her eyes, swayed, and then reopened them. She said, “It’s good you finally came to my shop. Maybe a stronger brew for you today?”

“Is it that noticeable?” Jessie wondered if the woman sensed something was wrong or if it was the effects from the night before sending some offbeat vibe.

“Hmmmmm,” the woman said and smiled. “I believe I have the right potion for you.”

Jessie nodded, unable to speak. This was getting a little creepy.

As the woman made the coffee, Jessie stepped back to get some breathing room between her and the queen. She went to study the painting on the wall above one of the tables. The oil was of a trail within the woods. The forest bed, covered in ferns and speckled with pink flowers, seemed peaceful. She was amazed by the detail and vibrant hues.

“Where is this place?” Jessie asked as the woman placed her coffee on the counter.

“A land that is very special to my heart.”

“Jamaica?”

“No, not my island,” she said and smiled. “You like the forest?”

Jessie nodded. The way the artist painted the canvas—it drew her in, especially how the sun beamed down between the trees. “It’s mystical yet beautiful.”

“A sanctuary.”

“Yes, exactly.” Jessie agreed and then turned back to the bar. The coffee was in a small, dainty black cup with a silver rim. She looked at the size, hoping for a larger version. “Can I get my coffee to go please?”

The Jamaican woman pointed to the cup. “You drink this one here. I will make you another.”

Jessie hesitated. The word “potion” from earlier in the conversation had her worried. She wasn’t sure why the woman was making her another cup.

“First one is to help erase your troubles. The second is to give you strength.”

Two blends. Okay.

Wait—did she just read my mind?

The coffee did smell delicious. As she drank, Jessie kept her eye on the Jamaican queen as she made the next one. She poured the steaming brew into a sixteen-ounce Styrofoam cup and then added a yellowish powder to the liquid. Next she pulled a dark red vial from the back shelf and put two drops of oil into the mix. Once stirred and ready, she handed Jessie the cup.

“Thank you.” The second blend smelled even better than the first. Jessie closed her eyes as she inhaled the rich, sweet aroma. After the first sip, she had a new favorite coffee shop.

“This is really good,” she said and opened her eyes again.

The Jamaican queen smiled, again like good and evil combined. “I’m glad you like it.” She pointed one of her fingers toward Jessie’s ear. “You have beautiful diamonds.”

Unconsciously, Jessie raised her hand and played with one of the posts. She felt the special locks keeping the diamonds in place. Yep, still there. “They were a gift from my fiancé.”

“The one you are troubled by.”

Jessie frowned. How did she know? Her nerves must be transparent, she decided. “I’m fine.”

“Hmmm.” The Jamaican queen seemed to think differently.

Time to leave. Jessie pulled out cash from her jacket pocket. The woman held out her hand to stop her. “You were meant to have both. To you, from me.”

“Really? I can pay.”

The woman shook her head. “Sometimes you have to end to start. A calling if you will.”

“Why, thank you.” Jessie fumbled for words. Again, the queen seemed to know something she did not.

“Make sure you drink it all,” the woman warned.

“I promise, I will.” Jessie raised the cup in thanks and pushed the door open with her back. She had every intention of drinking the liquid gold.
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::: Jessie :::

Chicago, IL
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Jessie wanted to remember the name of the coffee shop. Secret Endeavors. How fitting. At least now she had a place to visit when staying at Walt’s folks’ place. The Jamaican queen warned her to drink the entire cup. No issues on her part since she liked the buttery-caramel flavor. She would return for another visit. Somehow, she felt the woman was smiling at her as if to say, “Good girl.”

A wisp of smoke filled the air as she neared the farmhouse. Odd that someone built a fire so early in the morning. She threw the empty cup into the stone trash barrel located at the bus stop. She stretched her back, ready to jog back to the Arbols’ estate.

The sky was hazier than before. It seemed to be coming from the wooded area where the kids were playing earlier. Nothing out of the norm, she thought.

Nearing the property, the boy who caught the kickball shot across the street without looking. His eyes were two wide orbs and his mouth was closed tight as if running away from something bad.

Jessie’s suspicion grew. She slowed her pace near the end of the driveway. Where were the other kids?

What did he do?

A tumbling of nerves began to ball up inside her. The air seemed too thick, the morning too still.

A faint shrill cry, like a bird in distress, came from the side of the house. Jessie’s instincts took over. She jumped into action and cut across the uneven yard. She turned around the corner. Black smoke billowed from a broken window on the first floor. She didn’t see the other kids, but a girl with red hair and pigtails stood in the yard. Her body seemed frozen in place as she stared at the house.

Jessie’s ball of nerves doubled in size. She ran toward the girl. “What happened?”
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