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I stared at the big, bold, red letters at the top of the letter I’d received.

EVICTION NOTICE.

I scanned the next lines to see I had two weeks to leave my apartment or I was going to be subject to lawsuits and property removal. Great. Just what I needed. I had already lost my job because my boss claimed I had taken too many sick days. Well, that and he had figured out my doctor’s notes were fake. But still...

I crumbled up the letter and tossed it to the floor, deciding not to worry about it right now. I had bigger issues to contend with. Like what to eat. I opened my cupboards to find them nearly bare. Oh yeah, I guess I needed money to buy food.

With no money, no food, and seemingly no options, I picked up my phone to text my half-sister when I remembered I hadn’t paid my phone bill. Oh well, my sister didn’t have a life, so it wouldn’t matter if I just showed up unannounced. She was always there for me when I needed her, and my life had begun to tailspin again. This was usually how it went, but I couldn’t seem to figure out how to prevent it. My sister, Olivia, said it was because I was perpetually discontent.

At least I had a half tank of gas in my thirty-year-old vehicle. But I couldn’t complain. It still ran. As I drove to my sister’s neighborhood, I began to think of all my ventures. I was constantly trying get-rich-quick schemes, but they always blew up in my face. I guess I should have learned at some point, but that just wasn’t me, and I wasn’t content with a boring office job for the rest of my life. I wanted to be free to do whatever I wanted, like learn how to play the ukulele and go swimming in the clear waters of Lampedusa.

I guess I couldn’t do that without money...

I arrived at her place and went to her door to knock. It was just before six, so I knew Olivia would be home from her boring job at a dental office and probably just starting dinner. She answered the door as she gave me a perplexed look.

“Presley, what are you doing here?” she wondered, always aware I had a reason.

“Hey!” I greeted her peppily. “I’m here for dinner.”

She furrowed her eyebrows. “I didn’t invite you over for dinner...”

“Oh,” I pretended to realize. “Sorry, my phone has been acting strange.”

She gave me a mistrusting look. “And somehow sending you messages from my number inviting you over for random dinners?” she called me out. She knew me better than anyone. I knew I should probably just have started with the truth, but I didn’t want to admit I had screwed up yet again.

“You didn’t pay your phone bill again, did you?” she then guessed knowingly as she let me into her place.

“What? Of course I did,” I told her, and when I knew she wouldn’t believe me, I added, “Two months ago.”

“Did you lose your job again?” she then asked.

“Yes, but it was for something really dumb. I got sick a lot, and my boss wasn’t very understanding,” I told her.

“Really? Are you sure it didn’t have anything to do with the fact that you just didn’t want to go to work?”

“Yeah. Because I was sick,” I stuck to my story, and she gave me another look. “Of work,” I finished.

She exhaled in frustration. “I’ll feed you dinner, but I’m not giving you anymore money, Presley,” she forewarned me.

I held up my hands in a begging position. “Just a little? Just to get some food and maybe pay my phone bill?” I pleaded. “And can I stay with you until I get another place figured out?”

She turned to look at me in complete bafflement. “You lost your apartment too? Presley, where does all your money go?”

“I don’t have that much to begin with,” I reasoned.

“Because you can’t hold a stable job!” she yelled at me in frustration. “And why? Are you addicted to drugs? Are you an alcoholic?”

She knew I was neither of those things.

“Jeez, you expect the whole world to just hand you everything,” she continued her rant. “It’s so maddening!” She took a moment to calm herself down. “Look, I know life hasn’t always been easy with mom raising us by herself.”

“Mom didn’t raise us. You did,” I pointed out. “And you told me if I ever needed anything, I could come to you.”

“Yes, but that was a long time ago before you burned so many bridges, you are practically marooned on your own selfish island. Just for once, I’d like to see you commit to something. Why couldn’t you stick with your house-cleaning business?”

“Because I hate cleaning houses,” I told her.

“Or your dog-grooming venture. What happened to that?”

“It was a very hazardous job. Some of those dogs were vicious.”

“Okay, how about your makeup sales scheme?”

“It was over-priced garbage. Even I knew that.”

She let out an annoyed exhale. “You have an excuse for everything! Suck it up, find a job, and stick with it. But I am no longer going to help fund your lack of ambition.”

“Fine. I don’t need your help anyway,” I retorted in anger, knowing everything she said was true. 

“Fine,” she replied shortly before her expression softened. “You want something to eat?”

I nodded, so she let me join her for dinner. Though we didn’t always get along, it had just been the two of us since Olivia had graduated high school. We were pretty sure our mom didn’t even know who our fathers were, or at least, she’d never made a point to clue us in. Then she had gotten married my junior year and promptly moved to Florida to be with her husband and his perfectly successful kids. So, for the last ten years, Liv and I had fared for ourselves, but our mom had never really been around growing up. She had consistently been in and out of relationships with boyfriends while we were kids before she decided to take a vow of celibacy—for a whopping two months before Gerry, a wealthy idiot, came along, and she somehow managed to get him to fall for her crap.

“Is the dentist office looking for any help?” I asked as we ate. Liv worked as a front desk attendant at a dental office, and though she didn’t love it, she had stuck with it for years now.

“No, and even if they were, I wouldn’t suggest you. No offense, Presley, but you need to prove yourself before I vouch for you.” She suddenly remembered something. “Oh, speaking of the dental office, my boss sent me some information about his volunteer outreach in Africa for kids who are in need of dental work,” she said excitedly as she got up from the table to grab her phone. 

I made a face. “How benevolent to do a good work and then brag about it.”

She gave me a look as she sat back down at the table with her phone in hand. “Hey, at least he’s doing something with his life. You have no right to judge.”

Without anything to say back to that, I went back to eating. Her phone beeped, and she suddenly made a face of disgust.

“What? Did he do a bad job?” I asked, half joking, half serious.

“No. My friend just sent me a video of someone stealing a package off her front porch this afternoon.”

“Wait,” I stopped her, and she looked to me. “You have friends?” I asked to be a pest.

“Shut up, Presley. She said they stole her new laptop that cost her over a thousand dollars,” she let me know as she showed me the video of the hooded man grabbing her package and making off with a thousand easy dollars in moments.

“Wow. People are so disgusting,” Liv commented.

“Yeah,” I agreed, but I couldn’t deny my mind was on how simple it looked to just steal someone’s package off their doorstep. And I needed some cash fast...Maybe if I just stole a few packages, I could put down some money on my rent, and my landlord would let me stay.

No, that was wrong. I had never stolen anything in my life. I mean, aside from Brexton Mayer’s pencil in second grade. Oh, and my neighbor’s Wi-Fi. Maybe Liv was right. I just needed to suck it up and get a stable job. I didn’t want to be like my mom, after all. She had failed to commit to anything or anyone her whole life, and I truly did want to be better. I just seemed to go in this vicious cycle I couldn’t seem to stop.

I left my thinking at that for now. I’d figure out something for money, but obviously I was going to have to do it without my sister’s help.

I went home that night and tried to get on my neighbor’s Wi-Fi to search for jobs online, but unfortunately, they must have changed their password because my computer couldn’t get online.

I exhaled in frustration. Things needed to change and change quickly. I truly was tired of having nothing and always being broke. I sat in my living room mulling over my options, and the more I thought about it, the more I convinced myself to just steal a few packages. Just a few, and then I would stop. I needed a boost, and then I promised myself I would get a stable job somewhere. But in order to get that job, I was going to need some money for the present. Sometimes it was necessary to blur the lines in life, but then I swore I would redraw that clear line of right and wrong once I had enough to survive.

How had I gotten here?
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The next day, I got into my car as I tried to motivate myself. I was getting a sick feeling in my gut—a good reason probably not to do what I was about to do. I turned my engine on only to turn it off again and get back out of my vehicle.

What was I thinking? I couldn’t steal from people. That was so wrong, and Liv would be so mad at me if she found out. Unlike me, she always tried to do the right thing.

But then again, it wasn’t like the people truly received their packages yet, so was it really stealing if it hadn’t even been opened? And it wasn’t like it would hurt anyone. They could just call the companies and reorder their item. And it wasn’t like I was going to steal from poor people.

I got back into my car and started it, ignoring the bad feeling I had in my gut. I pulled out onto the street as I headed to a neighborhood I knew was fairly well-off. I knew it was broad daylight, but I needed to get to the packages before the people got home from work. I started in Hooksett, a town just north of Manchester. It was known to be a wealthier area, and it was a little more secluded so there would be less eyes to see me committing crimes.

I drove slowly through the neighborhoods, losing my nerve a few times as my rational side took over or when a car passed. But eventually, I knew I just needed to suck it up and follow through with my plan.

So, when I spotted a package, I put my hat down and hoodie up and hurriedly grabbed the package from the ground. My heart was pounding, and I was sure I would get caught. I mean, what was I? Stupid? There were cameras everywhere.

Still, I made it back to my car, and I didn’t stop to check if anyone was chasing after me as I sped away. I looked behind me to see no one was following me.

I had actually done it. That wasn’t so bad. I found a place to park before I took out the scissors I’d brought from home. I opened up the box to find a fancy, new pair of brand name shoes. Major score. I could sell these for at least a hundred bucks.

After that, I was able to get out of my own head. I was already committed, so I began to scour the neighborhoods of Manchester for unguarded packages. And in one day, I came home with designer clothes, expensive headphones, and a smart watch. Well, amidst some body wash and men’s undershirts. But I couldn’t believe how I had struck gold.

Well, first things first, I needed more gas money. So, I sold the designer clothes to an exchange clothing store, and I pawned the smart watch. I waited on pawning the headphones so I didn’t look suspicious, but I figured I could give it a few days or go to a different pawn shop another day.

So, for a few hours of driving around, I had made as much money as I made in a forty-hour work week. I couldn’t lie. It was a little addictive, and I made plans to do it again the next day. If I had another good day, I would retire from my thievery and get a legitimate job.

I returned to my apartment building, but when I approached my door, I found it was open and my landlord, Nick, was talking to a moving company.

“What is going on?” I demanded as I stepped inside.

“You’re being evicted,” he stated uncaringly.

“What? I just got my eviction notice. It said I had two weeks,” I defended myself.

He gave me a look. “I slipped that under your door about a month ago, Presley. Did you get the notices about me removing your property if you don’t comply? I tried to call you, but I could never get through. Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t want it to come to this, but I can’t keep housing you if you don’t pay rent, and I’m not keeping your stuff here.”

“Where am I supposed to go? It’s freezing outside,” I made my case in horror. I was officially homeless, and the weather was taking forever to turn warm.

“Not my problem,” he let me know. “Now, if you cause a scene, I will call the police. If you want any of your crap, grab it now before these guys take it to a storage unit.”

“You can’t do that. I can’t afford to pay for a storage unit. Please, Nick,” I resorted to begging.

He exhaled. “Do you have anywhere to store your stuff?”

I shook my head.

“Then I’m sorry, but it has to go. I gave you plenty of notice, so you have no one but yourself to blame. However, I will give you until tomorrow to grab what you want. Just until tomorrow, got it?”

I nodded in defeat.

He called for the movers to stop their work before he looked back to me. “I like you, Presley. You’re a good kid, but you need to get your act together.”

With that, he left me to deal with all my stuff. Luckily, I didn’t have much to begin with, but I knew Olivia didn’t have room to store what I did own, and I really didn’t want to have to ask her. So, I rounded up the things I knew I couldn’t live without or that had sentimental value. The rest would probably go to the dump unless I was magically able to find and afford a place by tomorrow.

I hardly slept that night, wondering where I was going to go. It was March, but we’d just had another freeze with snow, so I couldn’t sleep in my car. I’d freeze to death. So where did that leave me? A homeless shelter?

With a few belongings shoved into my backseat and trunk and more determined than ever, the next day, I got back into my car to begin day two of being a porch pirate. I would earn enough money to get another apartment, and then that was it.

That day, I ended up in the North End neighborhood of Manchester. It wasn’t as fancy as the neighborhoods I’d hit yesterday, but I didn’t want to risk going back to the same neighborhoods two days in a row.

I slowly drove through the residential drives, finding myself passing by beautiful, historic Queen Anne-styled homes. I kept going, winding in and out of neighborhoods with dead ends. But I didn’t see any packages, so I just kept driving as I came upon homes surrounded by dense tree coverage. These homes were a bit more modern, but they were modest. I doubted I’d be finding the latest model of gaming consoles on their porches, but I didn’t deviate from my path until I came upon a street that wound through the neighborhood as the street got narrower and narrower.

Finally, I happened upon a modest, brick home with a package sitting at the front door. I looked to the clock. It was almost lunch time, so this could be pushing it. But I was desperate. So, I put my car in park and looked around to ensure no one was watching me.

I stepped out and onto the sidewalk that led to the front door, but I almost slipped on the ice and fell on my butt. Wouldn’t that just be well-deserved? I made it to the front door, and I snatched the package from the porch and turned just as I heard a voice.

“Wait,” a man around my own age spoke as he approached me from the sidewalk. “Please put my box down.”

His polite words in spite of the situation surprised me, but I was frozen in terror in the moment. “I—” I started in uncertainty as I continued to cling to the box. But before I could get another word out, he suddenly lost his footing on a patch of black ice on the sidewalk. I watched, as if in slow motion, as his feet went out from underneath him, and he flew forward into the cement hitting the side of his head hard. The impact immediately rendered him unconscious while I stood there in shock. A small pool of blood immediately began to puddle around his head, and I panicked.

Still gripping the box, I stepped off the porch and hurried away from his door as I glanced around me in a panic to ensure I would be escaping without any witnesses. But I couldn’t stop my eyes from going to the unconscious man, and my steps faltered as I hesitated with deep moral convictions.

I wanted to leave and disappear so badly, to pretend like this never happened, but I couldn’t move my feet. I wasn’t trying to get anyone killed, and I knew I could never live with myself if I left him. With sudden compassion, I went over to him, set the box down, and knelt beside him on the cold ground.

“Excuse me, sir?” I asked irrationally, really wishing he would respond. What was I going to do? I didn’t have a phone. I looked around again, this time in the hopes someone would appear to help. As luck would have it, I saw a man hurriedly approaching us from a neighboring house.

“Help!” I called to the man. “He just fell on the ice and hit his head really hard,” I explained.

“Okay, keep calm. I’m a firefighter.” He quickly checked the unconscious man’s vitals. “He’s still breathing, but we need to get him out of the elements and to the hospital,” he spoke urgently as he took off his jacket. “Keep him warm while I go get my car.”

I did as he said and placed the jacket over the man.

“I’m so sorry. Please don’t die,” I spoke when we were alone again. I felt tears stinging my eyes as the guilt of what just happened overwhelmed me. Would I go to jail because of this?

The firefighter screeched to a stop in front of the house before he got out and came over, carefully avoiding the icy spots on the sidewalk. “I have an ambulance in transit, but let’s get him to my backseat. We’ll meet the ambulance en route.”

It was a blur as the firefighter had me help him hoist the man up and carry him to his car. The fireman was strong, and he was able to maneuver the man’s body easily before he ordered me to get into the backseat with the man to help stabilize him. I was waiting for him to call me out or let me know he’d be calling the police, but he didn’t mention anything as he began to hurry down the street.

I looked down to the man’s unconscious face covered in blood. I had caused this.

“When did you arrive?” the fireman asked to break the silence.

His words confused me. “Uh, like five minutes ago. I’m sorry, but what is going on? Are you going to call the police?”

He looked to me from the rear view mirror and gave me a quizzical look. “No. Let me introduce myself. I’m Brett Leonards, Zach’s friend and neighbor. And you must be Anna.”

I gave him a look. “I usually go by Presley.”

“Oh, sorry,” he apologized. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Presley. But I am sorry for the circumstances.” He glanced back to me again while my brain attempted to process his words while I dealt with the shock and guilt of this situation. “Keep pressure on the wound,” he instructed, and I looked back down to Zach as I adjusted the jacket I was holding to his head.

When I saw his unconscious state, I was once again overwhelmed. “I’m so sorry, Zach,” I spoke to the man in despair. “If only I hadn’t taken you by surprise. I blame myself,” I said as I felt myself on the verge of crying again.

We reached the main city streets when the ambulance came into view, and the EMTs got out to get Zach into the back of the ambulance. They quickly transferred him and got him stabilized before Brett motioned me to get back into his car.

“Come on, we’ll follow them to the hospital,” he spoke.

I hesitated. “I don’t know if it would be right if I go.”

“What are you talking about? You’re dating the guy. He would want you there,” he told me, and I was so perplexed by his words, I couldn’t figure out a reply. And by the time I did, it was too late because the EMTs were shutting the back doors of the ambulance.

“Come on, get in,” Brett ordered, and I found myself getting back into his car so I could be there for a complete stranger I was apparently dating.

Well, this day had taken an interesting turn.
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After we reached the hospital, we were led to a waiting room to await an update on Zach’s condition. So, there I found myself sitting next to the fireman while I tried to figure out how to explain I was a total stranger to Zach. Brett made a few phone calls to the family to let them know what happened, so I knew it was only a matter of time before they would show up and realize I was not Zach’s girlfriend.

I sat in terrified silence while I worked through a few plans in my head. I could tell the truth and get this guilty feeling to go away. But that would have some serious consequences. Or I could tell Brett I had to go to the bathroom and then never return...but he probably had connections in law enforcement. He would figure out who I was, and Zach would no doubt tell him why he had fallen, and those consequences might be far more reaching...

Making my decision, I forced myself to speak. “Listen, these are terrible circumstances, but I feel like I should be honest—”

“I know,” he interrupted as he put his phone away. “Probably not the way you wanted to greet the family. I overheard you in the car saying this was a surprise visit. Have you met Zach’s family before?”

Again, I was at a complete loss for how to reply to that. “No,” I began, protesting for more than one reason, but he once again cut me off.

“Oh, you are going to love them. They’re such great people. I mean, they raised Zach, after all. He’s probably the kindest and most genuine person I know.” His face had taken on a very emotional expression, and I honestly didn’t even have words at this moment. Why couldn’t I have driven down any other street?

“I know he would really appreciate our prayers right now. You mind if I lead us?” Brett then asked, and I didn’t dare tell him no. He bowed his head, and I quickly glanced around before I was forced to do the same. He began to say a prayer for his friend and neighbor, asking God to help him recover and to give the medical staff wisdom. Meanwhile, I was completely flabbergasted. Of all the packages I had to steal in the world, I had to steal from a saint. Why couldn’t I have been the one to fall and eat sidewalk?

He finished his prayer, and I knew this would be my last chance. “Listen, I’m not really sure how to say this, but—”

Just then, we were interrupted as a couple in their sixties approached us with immense concern in their eyes. I knew immediately they were Zach’s parents, but their eyes were on Brett. I was frozen in my seat as I attempted to figure out how to get out of this.

“Thank you for calling us, Brett,” the dad spoke emotionally after they had greeted him. “And for getting him to the hospital. We are so grateful you were there. Have you heard anything about his condition yet?”

Brett shook his head. “Not yet. Hopefully soon.”

The mom looked like she was about to burst into tears, and she gripped her husband. “We were in prayer the whole way here, but I can’t help but worry as his mom. Whoever said God doesn’t give us more than we can handle was lying.”

“We have to remember Whose hands we are in. He can handle it,” the husband reminded her gently.

“I know. It’s just, after your heart attack and the passing of my mother, I just don’t think I can handle any more bad news,” she spoke with a closing throat.

Suddenly, the dad’s eyes landed on me, and I immediately felt my blood turn to ice because the waiting room wasn’t too busy at this time, and it was obvious I was with Brett.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Here we are fretting about what we can’t control, and we haven’t been introduced to your friend, Brett.”

“Oh, she’s not mine. She’s Zach’s girlfriend, Anna,” he told them before he quickly looked to me and corrected himself. “Oh, sorry, Presley.”

I fully expected them to both shake their heads in protest to that statement. Instead, both their expressions lit up.

“My goodness, what a surprise!” his mom exclaimed as she quickly wiped away her tears.

“Must have been quite the happy surprise for Zach too. He slipped in his hurry to greet her,” Brett explained.

Wait, what? “No—”

“Oh, don’t you blame yourself, honey,” the mom spoke. “I’m Zach’s mom, Carrie, and this is my husband, Jim,” she introduced them before she continued. “Zach only speaks highly of you. He was really hoping you’d get some free time in your busy schedule to make the trek from Thailand.”

Huh? I didn’t look remotely Thai. Were they seriously believing this?

“I thought his girlfriend went by Anna,” Jim spoke in confusion, but before I could stop this train wreck, we were approached by a doctor.

“Are you Zachary Holburt’s family?”

“That’s us,” Carrie spoke in urgency. “How is he doing?”

“Well, he hit his head hard in the fall, and the extent of the injury is unknown at this time as he remains in an unconscious state. But he is stabilized, and his vitals are good.”

“He’s in a coma?” Jim asked.

“Yes,” the doctor nodded.

“Are there any guesses to how long he’ll be in a coma?” Carrie then asked.

“I’m afraid not. It could be a few hours or a few weeks. There’s no way to know. I’m sorry. But I can assure you we are doing everything we can to ensure his health and comfort.”

Carrie put her hand to her mouth as Jim hugged her to himself.

Abort, abort...

“Can we go see him?” Carrie wondered.

“Yes. Follow me.”

Without another option, I was led to a stranger’s hospital room. When we walked in, we were immediately met by Zach’s lifeless body on the hospital bed.

Carrie began to cry while I stared in horror. I had caused this. And now what could I do? They all thought I was this man’s girlfriend. I couldn’t tell them I wasn’t. Not now while they were grieving. It would shatter his mom and possibly give the dad another heart attack. I decided I would let things calm down, and then I would tell the truth. When that was, I wasn’t sure. I just knew it wasn’t right then.

Brett happened to glance to me, and he came to put his hand on my shoulder. “How are you doing?” he wondered gently.

I couldn’t tear my eyes from Zach. “It’s all my fault,” I managed to say.

“No,” Carrie protested as she looked to me with tear-filled eyes. “It’s no one’s fault.”

But it was. It was mine.

She came over and gave me a big hug, and the gentle touch was so undeserved and unexpected that I didn’t know what to do for a moment. I hesitantly brought my hand up to hug her back, giving her a few awkward pats on the back. But her immediate love and acceptance of me, a complete stranger, was a surprise.

We didn’t say much in the room, but I remained with the family because I honestly wasn’t sure where I went from here. And then some very selfish and sick thoughts came to mind. What if I could become this man’s girlfriend? What if I could use this opportunity to get my life back on track? I was homeless and had no money, but maybe I could stay at Zach’s house for awhile. It wouldn’t hurt anyone, and he’d probably appreciate someone keeping an eye on the place. I was already stuck in this situation. I might as well utilize it. Besides, these people believed so firmly in God, and didn’t that mean everything happened for a reason?

The doctor returned awhile later and assured us they would let us know when they had an update but that it would be wise if we went home and got some rest. By that time, Brett had to go to the station for the start of his shift. Zach’s parents and I walked solemnly out of the room and through the halls to the main corridors of the hospital.

“Presley, honey, where are you staying?” Carrie asked me.

“At Zach’s,” I stated, and she gave me an odd look while I tried to figure out why they were confused. And then it dawned on me. Christians weren’t allowed to live together before marriage.

“I mean, obviously, I was planning on staying at a hotel,” I amended as I quickly attempted to think of a reason why I would be living at Zach’s house. “But the airlines lost my luggage with all my money and credit cards and my phone,” I tried.

“Oh, no. That’s awful,” Carrie spoke in complete trust.

I nodded, deciding to continue. “Yeah, and that’s not even where it ends. I had booked my hotel through a third-party service, and they overbooked their rooms, so when I got to the hotel, they didn’t have a room for me. And with no credit card, I couldn’t reserve another room at a different hotel.”

“My goodness. This is why I say you should always keep all your valuables in a carry-on bag.”

Yes, how silly of me. “Well, I obviously try to do the same thing, but there was a single mom with a baby on the flight who got stopped for having too many carry-on bags, and they were going to force her to check the diaper bag, so I offered to check my carry-on bag so she could take both of hers.”

They bought it hook, line, and sinker.

“You are just as kind-hearted as Zach made you sound. Well, don’t you worry about anything. You let us know if there is anything you need, and we can help you until the airline locates your bag.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

“Well, there’s no sense in you going back to that empty house tonight. Did Zach tell you we run a bed and breakfast? And we have a vacant room you can stay in,” Carrie then offered, and Jim nodded as I tried not to let my panic show.

“Carrie makes the best pancakes in the state of New Hampshire,” Jim enticed me.

Without an excuse, I relented. “That would be great, thank you.”

“Of course. You are a much-needed bright spot on this day,” Carrie then said as she began to usher me forward.

Oh my goodness. I wonder what my sister would say about this situation.
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The Holburt family chaperoned me to their home and bed and breakfast in the North End of Manchester. It was filled with quiet streets and beautiful houses, but it was clear that Carrie and Jim Holburt upkept their home very well. The light blue paint was fresh on their Queen Anne-styled home, and it looked as if it was without a single fault with its pristine, white trims. Inside, there was a beautiful, oak staircase with hardwood floors throughout the home. Much of the home had been updated, but they had kept the original charm, and I gaped in awe at the beautiful décor and custom woodwork within the home.

“Your home is beautiful,” I input as they led me up the solid wood staircase to show me to my bedroom.

“Thank you, honey. Zach helped us with most of it. This place was a real mess when we got it.”

Okay, so Zach was apparently in the construction business. Good to know. I filed that away for the future.

She led me to a cozy bedroom. “This can be your room. I’ll give you a moment to get settled, and then why don’t you meet me downstairs, and we’ll have some dinner?” she suggested.

I nodded, and she started out of the room when I stopped her. “Thank you for letting me stay here.”

She looked to me and smiled slightly. “Of course. You make yourself at home.”

She left me, and I exhaled out of stress as I sat down on the bed. How long did I seriously plan to keep this charade up? At least I had a warm place to sleep tonight and dinner coming my way. That was better than sleeping in my car.

Oh, no. My car was still parked outside Zach’s house. I wasn’t quite sure what to do with all the crap in my car, and I didn’t have a phone to text my sister, so I guess it was just going to have to sit outside Zach’s house until I was able to get over there and deal with it. For now, I needed a minute to just breathe. This whole day had been such a mess, and I could hardly wrap my head around the turn of events. I knew it was wrong of me to impersonate this guy’s girlfriend, that he’d no doubt wake up and call me out on my lie. Then what? I wasn’t sure.

When I had gathered my thoughts, I headed back to the stairs. There were at least three other bedrooms that were able to house guests, but I didn’t see any other people at the moment. As I approached the bottom steps, I heard Carrie in the kitchen crying as Jim attempted to cajole her, and I paused my steps.

“I just wish we knew what was going to happen,” I heard her sob.

“I know. Me too. But this is in God’s hands. No matter what happens, Zach is in His hands, and we need to trust that He knows best.”

Carrie’s reply was unintelligible, but Jim’s reply was clear.

“Mercy, can you imagine how distraught Presley must be feeling right now? She traveled all this way, she’s without a penny to her name, and now the only familiar person she had here is lying in a hospital bed.”

“I know, it’s so tragic, and I want her to feel right at home. If Zach loves her, then she’s family.”

Carrie’s words struck my heart. Just like that, they were willing to accept and love me. They didn’t even know me. Who were these people?

I snuck up a few steps so it didn’t seem convenient when I came downstairs, and I made sure to make some noise so they knew I was coming. As I walked into the kitchen, Jim was giving me a small smile as Carrie was wiping her tears.

“Hi, honey. Did you get all settled?” Carrie wondered, sniffling back tears.

I nodded, unsure of how to act. The time for me to tell the truth had passed, and honestly, I didn’t want to tell the truth now. I liked the feeling I got being here. It had been a long time since I felt welcomed anywhere.

“How does peanut butter and jelly sandwiches sound for dinner?” she wondered.

“Sounds amazing,” I let her know, and she smiled.

“Good. Jim, could you grab the bread?”

He did as she asked and grabbed what looked to be a homemade loaf of bread. They made their own bread too? I had no words. They whipped us up a few sandwiches, and we ate them casually in the kitchen at the island.

“So, Presley—or is it Anna?” Carrie wondered while we ate. “Zach always called you Anna.”

Here we went again. “Well, my real name is Presley, but it was hard for everyone in Thailand to say, so I started to go by Anna instead,” I lied. 

They both nodded in understanding.

“I was going to say that Zach told us about your missionary work and your ministry of teaching English in Thailand. It’s really quite extraordinary. How did you get into that?” Carrie finished her thought.

That explained why no one seemed to question why I wasn’t Thai. But it was a great question.

“Oh, the story isn’t very interesting, I assure you. It just happened to be the right time and circumstances. And I’ve always wanted to do something to help people. Why not in Thailand?”

“Well, it’s very special,” she commented sincerely. “And what a wonderful way to be able to spread the Good News of Jesus.”

I nodded slowly. “Yes. It truly is.”

“So, how long are you planning to stay in the States?” she then asked.

“Indefinitely. Especially now,” I answered.

“Well, please let us know if you need anything. Maybe we can get you some clothes tomorrow to tide you over until your luggage is found.”

I nodded. “That’s very generous, thank you.”

“No thanks necessary. We are just happy to have you and to have met you. Zach just had the most wonderful things to say about you.”

“Well, he’s very sweet. And now I know where he gets it from,” I said as I motioned to the two of them. Okay, seriously. Of all the men I had to steal from, I had to choose the one dubbed as the kindest and most genuine with the kindest and most genuine family. Just my luck. And apparently his misfortune.

After we ate our meals, I didn’t dawdle before I claimed I needed to get some rest. By that point, a few of the guests had come back from their wanderings. I wanted to skip further conversation, and I was ready to be alone. However, I didn’t fall asleep for a long time despite the fact the bed was very comfortable. I simply lay there as I pondered if I had completely lost my mind. Then, just when I decided I had, I drifted off to sleep.

I awoke disoriented, and I shot up in bed to look to the clock to see it was just after eight. A part of me wondered if the family had figured out my lie, and I was almost terrified to go downstairs. Still, I knew I couldn’t hide in the bedroom forever, so I hesitantly walked down the stairs to find a few guests eating breakfast in the large dining area. Just as promised, Carrie was making pancakes in the kitchen.

I snuck past the guests and went straight to the kitchen, and Carrie looked up and smiled when she noticed me. 

“Well, good morning. You hungry?”

I nodded, figuring I could get used to this. “Always.”

“Morning, Presley,” Jim greeted me as he came back from serving in the dining room. “You want something to drink? Water? Orange juice?”

I could really get used to this. “Uh, how about both?”

He smiled. “I like your style. Water and orange juice coming up,” he said as he went to pour me a couple glasses.
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