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Jessica Smith wasn’t a quitter. Okay, so maybe she’d quit a few things. Like her position as Women’s Ministries Director at Hope Church two years ago. And going to church. She’d had an excellent reason.

She would not quit this run. The weird tingling in her toes wouldn’t stop her. Jessica pushed herself to go faster until her body responded. 

Yes! This was so much better. She couldn’t believe the flu had taken her down. Pathetic. Resuming her daily two-mile run was the first step toward normalcy. She inhaled a lungful of the fresh morning air and glanced at her watch. Right on schedule.

She slowed at the bluff overlooking the pier, allowing herself a moment to appreciate the familiar scenery. The sun had just peeked over the horizon, and streaks of gold and orange transformed the sky into a painting.

The ocean shimmered in the distance, beckoning. When was the last time she’d spent a day at the beach? Five years? Six? It was somewhat shameful that she lived on an island and hadn’t visited the beach in so long.

She shook off the thoughts and resumed her jog, shaking her left leg. The tingling had crept further up her foot. Maybe she should have gone into the office instead of exercising. Except that she needed the activity since she spent many late nights at the office. Her leg buckled beneath her, and all Jessica could do was use her hands to break her fall.

“Ouch!”

Small pebbles pressed into her elbows and palms. Those were going to leave a mark on her light skin. Ugh. God was out to get her. She rolled onto her back and huffed out a breath.

“Are You happy now?” Jess directed her aggravation at the sky. She wasn’t happy with God at the moment. All He ever did was take from her.

She closed her eyes. It couldn’t get worse than this.

“Is this part of your routine, or did you need help?”

She recognized that voice. Maybe if she didn’t answer, he’d think she was sleeping or something and go away. Jess groaned as a shadow covered her face. Fine. She opened her eyes to glare up at the man who loomed over her.

Andre Meyers. Communications Director at Hope Church and someone who’d witnessed her utter humiliation over Pastor Dan. 

He extended a hand. She scowled at it. She didn’t need his help. 

“Come on.” He wiggled his fingers.

With her current luck, she’d try to stand on her own and flop back onto her back, which would be much more embarrassing than the current situation.

“Fine.”

She grasped his outstretched hand and allowed him to leverage her to her feet. From this vantage point, he wasn’t nearly as intimidating, since she only had to tilt her head slightly to meet his eyes.

“Thanks.” She dropped his hand and stepped back.

He tucked his hands into the pockets of his sweatpants. “It’s been a long time.”

Yes, and no. Because two years hadn’t been long enough for her to forget how she’d made a fool of herself trying to get the attention of a man who wanted nothing to do with her. All the same, she and Andre used to see each other at least once a week, sometimes more, so she understood what he meant.

“I guess.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. “How have you been, Andre?”

She allowed herself a moment to scan him from head to toe before shifting her gaze to the path behind him. He looked good. His muscular body was chiseled from more than just running. He’d pulled his dreads into a neat man-bun. How much time did he spend on his grooming to always look so put together?

“I’ve been good. Thanks for asking.” 

He grinned. Had he guessed how much she’d rather be anywhere else? Probably. There had been a time when she’d almost considered him a friend.

“We could use you back on the team. Brianna has made even more improvements since she and Daniel got married.”

And that was her cue to leave. She would not waste a second talking about Brianna.

“It was nice seeing you, Andre, but I’m going to be late for work.” Jessica took off as if her country was counting on her to win the Olympics. She didn’t stop running until she slammed her front door behind her, chest heaving.

* * *

Jessica had taken the fastest shower of her life and made it into the office with thirty seconds to spare. Now she sat listening to her boss, Edward Jackson, outline the objectives for the week.

Jessica’s fingers moved furiously across her tablet to capture the main points. The more she found out about the new clients, the better the ideas she’d come up with about how to position them in the market.

She clenched and unclenched her right fist, then her left to relieve the tingling sensation in her fingers. What was going on with her today?

“Ms. Smith?”

Jessica looked up. Everyone was staring at her.

“I’m sorry. What did you say?”

Edward nodded to her hands. “Everything okay?”

She flushed. “Just a little tingle. I’m fine.”

“Good.” Edward squinted his eyes at her. “Because you’ve already missed five days this month, wouldn’t want it to become a habit.”

She kept her expression blank, though she balked inwardly at the words. Five days in how many years? 

“Yes, sir.”

Jessica ignored the snickers of her coworkers. RightNow Advertising Agency thrived on competition. It was not unheard of for associates to steal accounts from each other when someone missed a day of work. She’d been replaced on every project she’d been working on before her illness and had to start fresh with new clients.

If she hadn’t been sick, she wouldn’t be playing catch-up now. She remained hyper-focused for the rest of the meeting. Since her goal was to become an Associate Creative Director in the next five years, she couldn’t afford to show any more weaknesses.

An hour before the end of the workday, Iyeshia Dunn stopped by her desk. The younger woman had started as a junior copywriter on the same day Jessica had. Yet, no matter how hard Jessica worked, Iyeshia got the better accounts. Rumor had it Iyeshia was a relative of Edward’s wife. The nepotism glared, but Jess was determined to rise above it.

“Do you have a minute?”

“Of course.” Jessica flashed her most professional smile.

“Edward wants to see us in his office.”

“Okay.” Jess pushed back from her desk and froze.

The tingling was back. This time, it started in her fingers and toes and crawled up her limbs.

“This is not happening. Everything is fine.” She spoke through gritted teeth, willing her body to obey her mind.

“Are you okay?” 

Iyeshia seemed genuinely concerned, but Jessica wouldn’t fall for it. Iyeshia was the enemy. 

“Hmm. Fine.”

Iyeshia raised her eyebrows, but she didn’t argue.

“Good, because Edward was expecting us five minutes ago.”

“Sure.”

Jessica stood, discreetly shaking her limbs before grabbing her tablet. She trailed Iyeshia into Edward’s office, closing the door behind her.

“Have a seat, ladies.” Edward’s eyes remained fixed on the screen before him.

Jessica took one step toward her usual chair, but something was wrong. Her limbs were no longer tingling. They were completely numb. She collapsed on the floor, and the tablet flew out of her hand. Iyeshia gasped.

“Jessica.” Edward’s feet came to stand close to her head. “Are you okay?”

No, she wasn’t. Something was very wrong.

“Call an ambulance.” Panic filled her. “I can’t feel my limbs. Hard to breathe.”
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Jessica blinked at the diminutive woman standing beside her hospital bed. She looked like a teenager. The stethoscope around her neck and the name tag identifying her as Dr. Wolf said otherwise. 

The ambulance had rushed Jessica to the Morningside Community Hospital after her collapse. They’d given her oxygen to stabilize her breathing. Then, the hospital staff had run a barrage of tests, including an MRI and a spinal tap. Dr. Wolf related those results now.

“Guillain-Barré Syndrome, or GBS, is a fairly rare condition. About one in a hundred thousand people contract it.” 

The doctor explained the technicalities of the disease. Jessica focused on picking out the most important words.

Great. Just her luck to be one of the few people to contract a rare autoimmune disease that attacked her nerves.

“There’s an eighty to ninety percent chance you’ll make a full recovery and regain full use of your limbs. Of course, you’ll need physical, occupational, and psychological therapy.”

“What happens to the other ten to twenty percent, Doctor?”

“Excuse me?” Dr. Wolf stopped her spiel, finally looking up from her tablet to Jessica.

Jessica’s tongue was heavy. She concentrated on enunciating each word. 

“What happens to the people who don’t regain the full use of their limbs?”

“Oh.” Dr. Wolf shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Five percent of them die while the rest have lingering symptoms. Some never fully recover.”

This disease could kill her? Or cause her to spend the rest of her life unable to take care of herself? She glared at the ceiling. 

I know You think this is a good way to get my attention, but I’m not listening. I still want nothing to do with You.

There had been a time when Jessica would have cried out to God in her troubles, but she wasn’t that girl anymore. The psalmist claimed that if you committed your way to God, He would grant you the desires of your heart. Well, she’d done that. 

She’d committed every spare moment to serving and being faithful to God. But when it came time for Him to deliver on that whole desire of the heart thing, He’d totally shafted her. 

What she’d gotten looked nothing like the desires of her heart and everything like heartbreak. He’d given the man of her dreams to a woman who thought blue was an acceptable hair color. 

“Is there anyone we can call for you?”

“No.” 

Her mother was out of the picture, and she didn’t know who her father was. She should probably call Aunt Debbie. But how did she tell the woman who’d raised her she was paralyzed? Or that it might be permanent? The doctor’s eyes filled with pity.

“Are you sure?”

Jessica nodded.

“Patients with GBS have a shorter recovery period when they have a support system.”

“I don’t have anyone to call.” The lie stuck in her throat.

“Okay.” Dr. Wolf gave her a professional smile. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

* * *

She should have had them call Aunt Debbie. When Dr. Wolf had said she might never regain full use of her limbs, she’d thought that was the worst thing she’d have to deal with. She’d been wrong. 

Lying in bed, unable to move, with a feeding tube down her throat and a ventilator helping her to breathe, was worse. Especially since, through it all, her mind remained conscious. 

It would almost have been better if her mind had gone numb as well. Almost. All she could do was think. And fret. Worry. And remember. 

What would happen to her position at the RightNow Advertising Agency? Would Iyeshia get all her accounts? The idea of being replaced was galling. If she’d had control over her body, her hands would have clenched into fists. Maybe she could still do her job from her hospital room. Yeah, right. 

How can you become a leader in advertising when you can’t hold a pen? Or a tablet? Okay. Those thoughts were upsetting her. Time to think about something else. 

What were the odds of seeing Andre on her run this morning? She’d been using that trail for years and had never encountered him before. Would she ever run again? She’d settle for being able to walk, even if all she could do was shuffle. Tears leaked from her eyes. 

God, I don’t know why You’re doing this to me. 

A line from First Corinthians ten verse thirteen drifted into her mind. God will not give you trials beyond your ability to endure. 

Well, God had a lot more confidence in what she could bear than she did. 

“Hello.”

The cheerful voice was a welcome interruption. A young woman with a nurse’s aide badge on her bush jacket smiled at her. 

“I bet you’re ready for some company.”

Yes, she could use the distraction. Anything to get her out of her head.

“My name is Monique.” 

The young woman’s jacket was bright blue, buttons open to show a black t-shirt with a graphic comic tucked into a pair of black jeans. Strands of purple streaks shot through her inky-black hair. The straps of a purple backpack hung from one shoulder. 

“What’s your name?” Monique lifted her chart. “Let me see. Jessica.” Monique smiled. “Did you know that the original Spider-Woman was Jessica Drew?”

Huh. She’d had no idea.

“She wasn’t popular, but I liked her.” Monique leaned closer as if sharing a secret. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’m a bit of a comic book nerd.”

That explained the graphic on the shirt.

“I can trust you with my secrets, can’t I?”

Jessica blinked. What a strange thing to say. Who was she going to tell? Would she ever be able to talk? Some of her fear must have shown in her eyes because Monique smoothed a hand over her hair.

“You know what I’ve noticed? There are hardly any Christian characters in comics. They have comics based on characters in the Bible or comic Bibles, but no Christians. At least, not in any of the ones I’ve read.”

She’d never considered that before. Then again, she wasn’t a fan of comic books.

“I know what we’re going to do. Let’s braid your hair.” Monique took a brush and a comb from her bag. “I love the Action Bible, don’t you?”

Jessica blinked. Who was this strange woman? She dressed like a goth, acted like a cheerleader, and talked about…God?

“I wish there were more things like that for Christians. I never realized how few Christian characters were in comic books until I got baptized. 

“Well, not characters who live their faith, so that children want to follow them.” She laughed. “Now I want to create Christian comic book characters who get their power from the Holy Spirit or something.”

Jessica blinked. What an odd…interesting idea.

“Or create comics about Christians doing extraordinary things for Christ.” Monique gently detangled Jessica’s hair, parting it as she installed cornrows.

That would be an excellent resource for the Sabbath School Department. They could give the comics to the children to keep them occupied in church. She gritted her teeth. At least she would if she could have. She wasn’t a part of the Church Board anymore. Didn’t get to suggest ideas for programs.

“There. Don’t you look pretty?” Monique procured a mirror from her bag and stuck it under Jessica’s nose.

She looked good. Jess concentrated on communicating her pleasure until Monique beamed at her.

“Let me move your limbs around so we don’t get bedsores.”

Ugh. This sickness just kept on giving, didn’t it?

Monique moved with precision and care so as not to hurt her. The young woman reappeared beside her head.

“All done. Do you want me to come back?”

She had a choice? How would she let Monique know that she wanted her to return?

“Blink twice for yes, once for no.”

Jessica blinked twice. If she had to have a nurse’s aide, Monique was as good as they came. Monique grinned. 

“Alright, Jessica, I’ll check on you tomorrow.” 

With a small wave, the young woman left Jessica alone with her thoughts.
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Andre Meyers scanned the faces of his team. Most were high school students or recent graduates. He nodded to David Miller. The stocky teenager started the playback from their last stream. 

The team watched in silence, each person jotting down their observations—a lesson he’d learned from Brianna McPherson-Hutchinson.

Two years earlier, Hope Church had been on the verge of closure. Pastor Dan had hired Brianna to help them. Watching the live stream playback had been one of her recommendations.

“Okay,” he said when the video ended. “Observations?”

Nina Duncan, a 16-year-old who aspired to be a doctor, was the first to raise her hand.

“The transitions could be tighter.”

“Agreed. Great catch, Nina.” 

He’d remind the department heads about the importance of proper planning and practice. The team gave more observations, which Andre jotted down in the notes app on his phone. 

After an hour, he stood to dismiss the meeting. His newest team member, Monique Zhào, wriggled the fingers of her hand.

He nodded to her. “Monique, you had something to add?”

She jumped. “Yes. No.”

His lips twitched. “Which is it?”

She hauled in a breath, straightening in her seat. She had the entire team’s attention. Monique was one of the best graphic designers he’d ever seen, but at church, she was usually quiet. 

He’d caught glimpses of her when she worked as an aide at Morningside. There, she was bubbly and sweet. For whatever reason, she didn’t share that side of her personality with them. Yet.

“I have something, but it has nothing to do with this.” She waved to include the team. “Well, it does, but it doesn’t.”

His brow furrowed. “Go ahead.” 

He sat, giving her time to gather her thoughts.

“So, I work at the hospital, and there’s this paralyzed woman. I don’t think she has any family…I was wondering if we could pray for her. Maybe arrange for people to visit her? 

“That’s what the church is for, right?” She looked at the other members of the team. “To be the hands and feet of Christ?”

Some of the team members nodded.

“Sure, we’ll pray for your friend. What’s her name?”

Monique’s smile lit up her face. “Jessica.”

Andre stiffened in his chair. “What’s Jessica’s last name?”

“Smith.”

It couldn’t be his Jessica—er, the Jessica Smith he knew. What were the odds that Jessica would end up paralyzed at Morningside Hospital? Or that it happened the same week he’d seen her for the first time in two years?

“Your Jessica Smith wouldn’t happen to have a pretty gold complexion and large gray eyes, would she?”

She beamed at him. “Yes. How did you know?”

“Is she also about five feet six inches?”

Monique gnawed at her bottom lip. “Well, I’m not sure how tall she is, but that seems about right.”

He massaged his forehead. “She’s a member of this church. She used to be a part of this team.” He stood, mind racing. “Let’s pray.” 

How did Jessica end up paralyzed? Why was she in the hospital alone, as if she didn’t have any family? It was a mystery he intended to solve.

* * *

Andre stood at the foot of Jessica’s hospital bed. He’d gotten directions to her room from a nurse. As a physical therapist, he often worked with patients at the hospital. She’d given him the information without question. 

The woman in the bed was nothing like the one he’d seen days ago. That woman had been bristling with health and vitality. This one appeared to be inches from death. 

A ventilator breathed for her. A feeding tube provided nutrients, while an IV drip kept her hydrated and administered medication. 

He stepped closer, hoping to find some other Jessica Smith. Not the one he’d been pining over for years. Her gray eyes pinned him to the spot. There’d been no mistake.

“Hey.” He cleared his throat. “How are you?”

Stupid question, Andre. 

He tugged at his locks. “I mean, is there anything you need?”

She blinked twice. What did that mean? Was it some sort of code? How was he supposed to decipher it?

“No?”

One blink. He frowned.

“Yes?”

Two blinks. Okay, he could figure this out.

“No?”

A slow blink.

“Is this a code?”

Two blinks.

“Yes?”

Two blinks.

“Okay. I have it. One blink for no, two blinks for yes, is that it?”

Two blinks.

“So you need something.”

Two blinks. This was just like playing charades. What could she want? He imagined himself in her shoes. If he were lying in the hospital, what would he need?

“Do you need clothes?”

A blink.

“Your phone?”

One blink.

“You want me to call your aunt?”

Two fast blinks. A tear rolled down the corner of one eye. That should have been his first question. No one should go through something like this alone. 

He rested his hand on hers, hoping the contact made her feel better.

“You don’t have to go through this alone. I’ll call her.” 

Debbie would know what Jessica needed to make her stay in the hospital more bearable. 

“Does Debbie have a key to your house?”

Two blinks.

“I’ll tell Pastor Dan what happened to you. Have him arrange visitations for you.”

She glared at him and blinked once. How could a single blink contain so much emotion?

“He’s not a bad guy, Jess. He’d want to be here for you.”

Blink.

He lowered his voice. “I know you had wanted a romantic relationship with him.” He smothered the growl before it escaped. “But he and Brianna belong together. They’d both be happy to visit you.”

Blink.

He laughed. “Okay. I’ll honor your wishes. For now.”

Two blinks.

He grinned. “If you’re going to be stuck with a bunch of tubes down your throat, you’ll need a more robust system than two blinks.”

She glared at him. Andre chuckled. There was some fire still left in her. 

“There you go, much better.” He tucked his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “I’ll visit you tomorrow, okay?”

Two blinks.

“Bye, Jess. Hang in there.”
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Deborah Smith sat at Jessica’s bedside, reading aloud from Second Corinthians twelve. 

Andre had been true to his word, and Aunt Debbie had shown up hours later with a bag filled with Jessica’s things. At first, she’d been ecstatic. Now, not so much. If Jessica could have gotten up and walked away, she would have. Aunt Debbie patted her arm.

“You don’t want to hear it, but this challenge is an opportunity for you to lean on God.”

Her aunt was right. She didn’t want to hear this. Didn’t want to lean on God. Jessica had tried that, and He’d let her down. Now, she wanted to do things in her own strength.

Debbie pursed her lips. “I’ve been watching you for the past couple of years, Jess. You’ve lost your love for the Lord.”

Jessica blinked furiously at her aunt. How was she supposed to react to having her heart broken?

“I know what you’re thinking, young lady. But it happened long before you started throwing yourself at Pastor Dan. You’ve been going through the motions for years.”

Jessica stared at her aunt. What was she talking about? She’d been one of the most involved members of Hope Church. She’d had an active Women’s Ministry Department. Served as a Church Clerk. She’d even been a member of the Communications Department. 

Unlike some people, Jessica hadn’t limited herself to her assigned roles. She’d worked wherever there’d been a need.

“You’re going to have to learn, Honeybee, being busy isn’t the same as having a ministry.” Debbie tapped Jessica’s chest. “Service should come from the heart, not from the head. That’s why God gives us spiritual gifts—because He knows what the church needs.”

Was her aunt right? Had she been serving in the church because she believed it was the right thing to do? Or because she loved Jesus and wanted to serve His people? 

“Besides, Daniel was not the right man for you.”

Jessica rolled her eyes.

“Believe me, when you find the right man, you won’t need to throw yourself at him. He’ll be chasing you all over the place.”

Andre stuck his head through the open door. 

“Hey, Ms. Debbie. Jess.” He tapped on the doorjamb. “I was checking if you ladies needed anything.”

“Would you look at that? A man coming all this way to visit you.” Debbie gave Andre a dazzling smile. “Can you stay for a few minutes?”

He checked his watch. “Sure.” 

Andre strode to Jessica’s bedside. The trouble about being stuck in one place was how limited your scope was. 

Her world had shrunk to the things within the four walls of her hospital room and the people who visited her there. Until Debbie and Andre, those people had been hospital staff and volunteers. 

Maybe that’s why Andre’s approach transfixed her. He moved with a kind of coiled power. As if he could spring into action any minute. How did he work as a therapist with so many hours of inactivity? Didn’t he get bored?

“I was just telling Jessica she’d know when she met the right man because he’d pursue her. Isn’t that right, Andre?” Debbie’s eyes twinkled with merriment.

Jessica needed a code for extreme displeasure. She glared at her aunt, but the woman ignored her. 

Andre shifted his weight. 

“Sounds about right, Ms. Debbie. But sometimes, no matter how much a man tries to pursue a woman, it won’t make any difference. 

“Not until the woman stops running in the wrong direction long enough to realize she’s being chased.” Andre’s expression held a hint of sadness.

Wait, was he talking about her? 

Her cheeks warmed. Like Aunt Debbie, Andre had never approved of her aspirations to become Mrs. Hutchinson. 

He’d once accused her of being blind—of spending so much time running after a man who didn’t want her, she’d missed the chance to be with someone who did. Who had he been talking about?

“Hello.” 

Jessica’s eyes flew to the door at the feminine voice. Her hospital room had become a veritable Grand Central Station. The stylishly dressed woman glided into the room. Her outfit was professional while giving off a tropical vibe. She wore her braids in a high bun. Jessica scowled as the woman moved closer.

She glared at Andre. She had expressly told him she didn’t want Brianna McPherson-Hutchinson anywhere near her. Well, as much as one could be expressive when they couldn’t speak. She’d been clear, right? 

She didn’t want Brianna to visit her. She wanted the woman to drop off the face of the earth and bring her husband with her. Andre raised both hands in defense.

“It wasn’t me.”

Aunt Debbie stood to hug Brianna. 

“Thank you so much for coming. I know how busy you are with everything that’s going on.”

“I’m happy to be here.” Brianna flicked a glance over Aunt Debbie’s shoulder at her.

Yeah right. Jess frowned. More likely, Brianna wanted to gloat because she’d won the unspoken competition between them. 

“I’m going to get something in the cafeteria.” Debbie linked arms with Andre. “Come, Andre, I’ll buy you a cup of tea.” She smiled at Jessica. “I’ll just be a minute. Brianna, why don’t you visit with Jessica while we’re gone?”

No. No. No. She did not want to be left alone with this woman.

“Sure.” Brianna’s gaze remained locked with Jessica’s.

Aunt Debbie waved her fingers and then dragged Andre out of the room. Though he towered over her aunt by at least a foot, he didn’t stand a chance. Aunt Debbie was a master at getting what she wanted. And what she wanted just then was to leave Jessica alone with Brianna. 

She suspected her aunt would instruct the hospital staff to stay away from her room as long as Brianna was around. Her nemesis stood by her bed. Jessica jerked her head away. She would not have this woman look at her with pity. Brianna cleared her throat.

“Jessica, I’m sorry this happened to you.”

Jess turned her head to stare at Brianna. Had she apologized? She wanted to grit her teeth so badly. What right did this woman have to come into her room and apologize to her? 

“The church is praying for you. Everyone is hoping for your full recovery.”

Jessica narrowed her eyes, waiting for the trick.

“We have, uhm, the Women’s Ministry Department has prepared a visitation schedule. People will be here to spend time with you, so you don’t have to be alone.” Brianna smiled. “And to take some of the pressure off your aunt.”

Jessica blinked. Hard and fast. She would not cry in front of this woman. Wouldn’t give Brianna another thing to hold over her. Her mind latched onto something Brianna had said. Wait. Was she now the Women’s Ministry Director? Ugh. She wanted to scream. 

This was not how things were supposed to happen. She’d been in charge of the Women’s Ministry. She should have married Pastor Dan. Nothing in her life looked like how she wanted it to. She closed her eyes. 

“I’m going to let you sleep now.”

She played possum. Maybe Brianna would believe she’d fallen asleep. Jessica concentrated on feigning deep, even breaths. Gentle fingers brushed across her brow. She concentrated on not responding.

“I don’t hate you. I pray one day you’ll fall in love with someone who challenges you to be better, even as he loves you just as you are.”

Long after Brianna’s footsteps had faded, her words echoed in Jessica’s ears.
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Andre checked his patient list for the rest of the month. A broken leg, a person recovering from a stroke, and a patient with Guillain-Barré. He ran his finger from the diagnosis to the name of the patient. Jessica Smith.

“No.” He looked up at Sophia Johnson, his supervisor. “I can’t take on Jessica Smith’s case.”

“Why not?”

He clenched his jaw. This was not a conversation he wanted to have with anyone. Especially not with so many people milling around the treatment facility. 

“Wouldn’t she be better off with a more experienced therapist?”

Sophia scoffed, folding her arms across her chest. “Who? You’re the only one here who has any experience treating a patient with GBS.”

Andre stroked his chin. She was right. When as a junior physical therapist, he’d been a part of a team that worked with a teenage boy with GBS. He glanced around the room. He wouldn’t have a team to work with here because, with only three therapists, they each had a full workload.

“Besides,” Sophia arched a brow. “You’re the only licensed occupational therapist on staff right now, and she’s going to need both.”

“Fine. Who’s going to tell her the news?”

Sophia grinned. “Well, since you two are such wonderful friends, you do it.”

How did Sophia know he and Jessica were friends? Foolish question. He’d visited Jessica every day, either before or after his shift. He’d even dropped by on the days when he had no patients at the hospital. 

Morningside was a small community. Nurses and doctors talked. He could imagine the fodder he’d provided to the gossip mill over the last several weeks. He’d tell Jessica he would be her therapist, but she wouldn’t be happy.

* * *

Andre went to visit Jessica after his shift. He had about an hour before he needed to get to his office in town. Jessica’s symptoms had subsided, and she could now breathe on her own. Unfortunately, she remained bedridden. GBS damaged a person’s nerves so that their brain no longer controlled their motor functions. Getting her back on her feet would take a lot of work on his part and hers.

“Hey, Jess.” He stepped into the room, smiling. “Hey, Monique.” He nodded to the teenager.

Jessica gave him a suspicious look. “You two know each other?”

“Of course.” Monique beamed at him. “I’m on the Communications Team at Hope Church.”

“Ah.” Jessica nodded. “I wondered how you knew I was in the hospital.”

Monique’s head swung back and forth between them, eyes wide. “You didn’t want anyone to know?” 

Monique grabbed one of Jessica’s hands. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. It was after I’d met you that first day, and you seemed so nice, but I could tell you were lonely. I didn’t want you to have to be here all alone, and I couldn’t be here all the time, so…” The teen spoke at rocket speed.

Andre studied Jessica’s expression. She hadn’t been happy when he’d shown up at the hospital at her darkest moment. But she wouldn’t hurt Monique’s feelings by chastising her. Pastor Dan claimed Jessica reminded him of a Stepford wife. Andre had always seen beyond the image she projected. The key to uncovering Jessica’s genuine emotions was in her eyes.

He searched them now. The gray pools were mirrors of compassion and empathy.

“Mon,” her fingers twitched under Monique’s hand, and he made a note of it for future sessions. “It’s okay. I’d told Dr. Wolf I didn’t have anyone to call. 

“By the time Andre showed up, I’d been feeling sorry for myself and was glad for the company. You did the right thing. I needed help and didn’t know how to ask for it.” She half-smiled.

He smirked. “Especially since you couldn’t say a word.”

She glared at him. “Why are you here?”

As she’d regained her ability to speak, she’d become more antagonistic toward him. Still, where had this hostility come from? His gaze flickered to Monique and then back. The teenager got to her feet, stuffing a comic book into her backpack. 

“I can take a hint.” She hugged Jessica. “I’ll check on you later.”

He waited until Monique left, then took the seat she’d vacated. He turned his focus to Jessica. 

“How are you?” 

His eyes scanned her body, checking for motion, trying to decide how he would help her.

“Why. Are. You. Here?”

He stiffened at the animosity in her voice. She was once again the stranger he’d met on his run. The woman who wanted to pretend there was nothing between them. 

He’d visited her every day for several weeks. Had thought they’d been on the way to reclaiming their friendship. Where had their camaraderie gone? Or had it all been in his head? She scowled at him, waiting for his answer.
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