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“You’re hired,” said Mary Flynn, Principal of St. Margaret’s Catholic School. 

Angelina Samuels couldn’t believe her ears. This was her last hope that she’d find a job before the beginning of the school year—she thought she’d end up being an aide or substitute teacher. The previous school where she’d worked since graduating from college eight years ago had closed due to decreasing enrollment. She’d wanted to teach in the Catholic schools, but it was difficult finding a job with limited positions available. She was lucky that the teacher she was replacing decided to relocate unexpectedly. With her résumé on file with the school office, she had been immediately contacted to interview for the position. 

“Mary, could you show me to my classroom? I’ve got a lot of work ahead of me to be ready by next week. Oh, by the way, what time do the meetings start tomorrow?”  

“The building opens at seven, and the opening meetings begin promptly at nine o’clock.”   Mary stood and came around her desk to welcome her. “Welcome to St. Margaret’s, Angelina. I am excited for you to join our team. I think you’ll find everyone here very friendly and welcoming. I’m sure you’ll fit in without any problems.”  Mary smiled warmly and shook Angelina’s hand. “Now, let me show you to your new home-away-from-home.”

Mary led Angelina from her office. Just as they turned the corner to head down a long hallway, a body came out of nowhere, flying around the corner, running smack into Angelina. Angelina blinked once, then twice, taking in the beautiful brown-haired woman who nearly knocked her off her feet. A look of utter surprise crossed the other woman’s face as Angelina stood staring at her in complete shock. 

Overjoyed with excitement, Angelina screamed out Gabriella’s name in delight, pulling her into a tight embrace. Both women were jumping up and down in glee. Mary looked on, not sure what was transpiring before her eyes. All she knew was that two of her teachers were more than excited to see one another.

“I take it you two know one another,” Mary said, laughing.

“Yes,” they said in unison, continuing their dance.

“We went to college together. I lost track of you after graduation,” said Gabriella, turning back to Angelina. “What happened to you? Are you taking Lauren’s place since she decided to bolt before the school year?”

“Yes, I am. Mary just hired me and she was in the process of showing me to my classroom.”

“Mary, don’t bother. I’ll take Angelina to her classroom since it is right across the hall from mine.”

Mary waved them on, and arm in arm they walked down the hallway. 

“I didn’t know you were interviewing for the job. I guess it came up pretty fast. When Lauren didn’t show up to begin working in her classroom, Mary contacted her and discovered she was relocating and had no plans to notify her. She was a new teacher last year and had some discipline issues. I can’t believe she wasn’t going to let Mary know, but I guess that show’s her immaturity.”  

“Well, I got a call from Mary this morning, and she asked me to come in this afternoon to interview. I’m stunned. I can’t believe that she hired me right on the spot. I was getting a little nervous since I hadn’t found a full-time job yet. I thought I was going to have to settle on being an aide or a substitute. I’d taught at St. Mark’s since I graduated, but they closed at the end of the school year due to decreasing enrollment.”  

They stopped midway down the hallway while Angelina told her about St. Mark’s closure. “I was so upset when we discovered that St. Mark’s was closing. The school was over ninety years old and was so entrenched in the neighborhood. It was sad watching the enrollment decrease over the years. We saw the closure coming, but still it was difficult. Everyone wants to live in the suburbs today and people with school aged children have dwindled in the neighborhood over the years. I think I heard that the average age in the parish is something like fifty years old. I’m just really sad to see what was once a thriving school close its doors.”

“Angelina, I’m just beside myself. I can’t believe you are standing right here in front of me.”  Gabriella pulled her in for another hug. “We are so lucky to have you join the staff. You are going to absolutely love Mary. She is a one-of-a-kind principal, and  she’s so supportive of her teachers and staff. I’m lucky that she hired me right out of school. She’s been a terrific role model to me, and I don’t plan on ever leaving as long as she is here. Now, let’s get you to your classroom. You’re right across the hall from me. I’ve already finished setting up my room, so why don’t I help you set up yours?”

“Would you? First of all, I need to check out the space and look at the class listing.” 

“You’ve got a lot to do to get ready for next week.”

“I know I do. I’m not sure what I need, but with your help I’m sure it will take no time.”

Gabriella led Angelina down the hallway to her classroom. She stopped outside the only room with a closed door. “Ready to see your new home?”

“Of course, I am! I can’t wait. This day has been so surreal. Open the door already,” Angelina called out. Gabriella threw open the door to Angelina’s new home. She couldn’t believe her eyes as she walked through the door. The room was huge! One whole wall was lined with windows that provided the best natural light she’d ever seen in any of the classrooms that she’d ever taught in at St. Mark’s. 

“Oh, my gosh! I love all of the light. It’s fabulous.”

“Yes, we’re lucky. All of the classrooms have an abundance of natural light.”  

Angelina walked towards the back of the room and noticed the huge walk-in closet. 

“Oh, my.”

“What?” asked Gabriella.

“Look at all of this storage. I’m speechless, absolutely speechless.”

“Now, that you’ve come down from this shock of a classroom, let’s see what you need.”  They worked well into the early evening sorting through the books and materials that were in the classroom. Angelina made lists as she went of the additional materials that she would need to purchase to get her classroom together before school started the following week. She was switching grades and wouldn’t be able to use anything that she had used previously. They stopped and took a break so Angelina could purchase some supplies and then returned to begin the task of preparing her classroom for the start of school.

While they were working on her bulletin boards, Angelina discovered that Gabriella lived just down the street from St. Margaret’s. “I love this neighborhood. It’s so family-oriented. Families are constantly milling about, taking walks, dining at the local restaurants. It can be both positive and negative living and working in the same community, but I love it and have absolutely no complaints. I love going to the grocery store and running into my students. I can’t say it enough that this is a great area to live and work in.”  

“I’m looking forward to getting to know the neighborhood as well, along with the families. I had the same sense of neighborhood and family while working at St. Mark’s. Even though I still live at home, I was able to experience those same feelings because I spent an awful lot of time in the neighborhood going to sporting events and various other parish activities. Did you move here right after school?”

“No, I lived at home for a couple of years so I could save enough money for a down payment on my house. I can’t wait for you to come over and see it. It’s not too large, just a starter home, but I love it just the same.”

“Well, I still live at home. In time, I’d like to move out, but I’m okay living there for now. I help my mom a lot with Colleen and Wyatt. Can you believe Wyatt just turned twelve and Colleen’s a junior in high school?”

“You’re kidding me. I remember when she was a little thing! I can’t believe Wyatt’s twelve. I remember when he was born.”

“Yep, I can’t believe Colleen will be in college in one more year. I can still see her climbing on your bed in our old dorm room, playing hide and seek under the covers. Remember the curly mop of hair she had?”  

Gabriella nodded. 

“Now, it’s straight as a pin,” Angelina chuckled. “Oh, and can you believe she’s already had universities contacting her to play field hockey for them? Time sure flies by, doesn’t it?”

“It certainly does,” Gabriella added in agreement. “What about Kelly and James? What are they up to?”

“Kelly is twenty-five now and is currently attending graduate school at Emory University, and James is twenty-seven. He’s engaged to his high school sweetheart and has followed my dad into banking. How are your parents and brothers?” 

Gabriella couldn’t stop talking about her family as she helped Angelina finish hanging the remaining border on her bulletin boards. “Mom and Dad are semi-retired. As I’m sure you already know, Dad has turned over his medical practice to Alec and Joseph and works three days a week. He’s kept his favorite patients, so I’m sure Colleen and Wyatt still see him. I’m not sure how much longer he’ll practice since he has so many other interests. He worked so hard building that practice that I think he now believes he can successfully turn it over to my brothers.

“Alejandro just moved back to town. He lived in Madison, Wisconsin and worked for the University Hospital. He’s a renowned transplant surgeon and was recruited to head up the Transplant Services here. I think deep down he decided to come home because Mom and Dad are nearing retirement, and he wanted to spend more time with them as they get older. Being the oldest, he has a sense of responsibility to take care of them.”  Gabriella paused, twirling her hair as she thought about her brother. “I can’t believe he’s been gone since he left for college almost twenty years ago. He’s thirty-seven now. Although, it came out of the blue, I think he’s got other stuff going on and just wants to be near family.”

“What do you think is going on with him? I remember how intense he was all the time when I talked with him on the phone, and then other times he was a jokester. Do you think he is running away from someone or something?”  

Gabriella just looked at Angelina—she wasn’t going to comment on what Angelina was saying. 

Angelina continued, “I’m just glad that he’s living in town now. Maybe I’ll finally have a chance to meet him in person.”

“Of course, you will. I’ll make sure it happens.” Thinking back, Gabriella said, “That’s right. I forgot you’ve never met face to face. He was never around us... Was he?”

“No, he wasn’t.”

Gabriella stepped down from the ladder after completing the finishing touches on the bulletin board. She would make sure that would happen in the near future.

*****
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The school year started without issue two weeks before the Labor Day holiday. Angelina really enjoyed all of her students, and she was excited to be working with Gabriella. They both realized how much they’d truly missed their friendship. Graduating from college and entering the workforce was a hard transition, and they both realized they’d failed one another by not keeping their friendship alive. They started spending their weekends together shopping and going to their students’ soccer games. They had a ball reliving their collegiate experiences and sharing their new life challenges. 

The day after Labor Day, Angelina got a call out of the blue from Maria, Gabriella’s mother. Gabriella was turning thirty the following week, September 9th, and her mother wanted to throw a surprise party for her only daughter. She wanted Angelina to put together a listing of the teachers at St. Margaret’s. The party was scheduled for the first weekend of October, so Gabriella would be clueless as to the surprise. 

Angelina was thrilled that Maria asked for her input, and she wasn’t shy about volunteering to help Maria with the details. Angelina was crafty and immediately volunteered to make all of the party favors and invitations. Angelina designed the card that would be used as the invitation. Using her various supplies, she spent the entire weekend after Labor Day cutting paper, gluing flowers and addressing the large number of invitations that Maria needed. Maria was surprised with how quickly she completed everything in such a short amount of time. 

Maria had thought of absolutely everything. She’d even arranged for Alejandro to spend the afternoon with Gabriella leading up to the party: Alejandro was going to take Gabriella to a matinée showing of Miss Saigon that was playing at the Opera House. Then, he was taking her to an early dinner. Of course, the early dinner would lead to her surprise party. 

Alejandro picked Gabriella up for the musical the day of the party. She wouldn’t stop talking about Angelina. She was elated that Angelina was working across the hall from her. “Alejandro, you’ve never actually met Angelina, have you?”

“I’ve heard a lot about her over the years since, what was it, your freshman year?”  

“Yeah, we’ve known one another since our first semester of freshman year. Remember, at first we lived across the hall from one another?”

“That’s right. I can’t believe I’ve never met her in all these years.”

“Well, now that we’re working together, we’ll have to go to happy hour so you two can meet. She’s met everyone in the family except you. I think after all of these years you need to put the name and face together.”

“I would have to agree. I talked to her often on the phone while you roomed together, but since I never had the chance to visit you, we never met. I’d love to put the name and the face together, but I don’t know about happy hour. I’m sure we can meet at some point.”

Gabriella thoroughly enjoyed the musical. As they walked out of the Opera House, Gabriella looped her arm through Alejandro’s. “Thank you. This was such a treat. I’ve wanted to see that for a long time.”

“I enjoyed it, too. Now, let’s go have something to eat.”

“Alejandro.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For today... For moving back home. I’ve missed you so much. I hardly saw you after you moved away to college. I know we’ve talked often but it wasn’t the same... Now I feel like I have another brother again. I can see you whenever I want. I can relate to what you are doing and what you are experiencing. It’s different, that’s all. I love you so much.”

Alejandro turned and pulled her into his arms. “I’m glad I came home, too. I missed seeing you grow up. You were only ten when I went away to school. I’d see you on holidays but that was it. I never got to experience your firsts with you. I should have been there for you, too, especially since you are the only girl in the family. We’re going to remedy that now. I’m home to stay, and I expect to be as involved in your life as you want me to be. We need to plan regular outings because you mean way too much to me.”  Alejandro kissed her on the temple and said, “I love you, too.”

Alejandro helped Gabriella into the car and pointed it towards the restaurant where the surprise party was scheduled for five o’clock. Conveniently, his phone rang as planned. He pulled off the highway to take the call. The call lasted a few minutes and they were on their way again.

“Was that the hospital?”  He had talked to the person on the other end of the line cryptically so she wouldn’t discover what they were discussing. He told a little white lie and said that he was speaking with his assistant who was following up on some travel arrangements.

Alejandro pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant and helped Gabriella from the car. 

“I can’t believe you brought me here. This is one of my favorite Italian restaurants.”

“I’m glad I chose something you enjoy,” he said as he opened the door to the restaurant. 

As they entered the restaurant, the hostess asked if they would like to sit outdoors. They agreed since it was such a beautiful day. For a mid-autumn day, they were lucky with mild temperatures hovering in the mid-sixties. It was a welcome relief after the horribly hot and humid summer they’d had. “That’s the one thing I’ve missed since moving back from Wisconsin. I forgot how awful the summers tend to be in St. Louis. Wisconsin is like this a good part of summer, nice and comfortable.”  

As the hostess led them to the patio, Alejandro winked at her. Gabriella smiled to herself thinking that only Alejandro would wink at the hostess. Unbeknownst to Gabriella, that was the hostess’s cue to lead them to the backroom. She explained to Gabriella that this was an alternative route to their seating.  The hostess threw open the doors and Gabriella was greeted with a loud, “Surprise!”

Gabriella was speechless as she threw her hands up to cover her mouth. She wasn’t actually sure what was going on in front of her. As she walked further into the room, she noticed the streamers hanging from the ceiling and balloons scattered about the room. The partygoers all screamed, “Happy birthday!” in unison.

“What’s this?” she asked Alejandro.

The room was packed with familiar faces when she noticed Angelina coming towards her from the back of the crowded room. She stopped in front of Gabriella, hugged her tightly, and said, “It’s a surprise party for your birthday.”  

“But that was weeks ago,” commented Gabriella. She turned to Alejandro and said, “You... You were you in on this, too?”

“Well...”

“Don’t ‘well’ me—”  

Alejandro grabbed her and gave her a big hug and kiss.

“Happy birthday, Sis. I’m so glad I could celebrate this milestone with you.”

Gabriella greeted all of her guests. Her mother and Angelina moved into party mode, ensuring that everyone had everything they needed. 

Instead of a sit down meal, Maria had arranged for a buffet to be served so that people could mingle and eat when they wanted to. The room was scattered with large, round tables covered in fall-colored tablecloths, with balloon bouquets being the focal point of each table. The yellow and orange colored balloons swayed in unison, highlighting the Mylar “Happy Birthday” balloons.

As everyone began to eat, Gabriella walked over to Angelina. She grabbed her arm and pulled her across the room where Alejandro was getting a drink. “I’d like you to finally meet someone.”  As Gabriella looped her arm through her brother’s, she finally introduced her famous brother to her best friend. “Alejandro?”

“Yes?”

“I’d like you to finally meet my friend Angelina.”  

When he thought about it, he remembered seeing photos of her and Gabriella in school. He couldn’t believe his eyes as he finally met her in person. Angelina was beautiful. She had honey colored eyes and long, light brown hair that had been neatly pulled back into a ponytail. Alejandro was stunned by their meeting and was pulled back into the moment. 

Before Gabriella could say anymore, Alejandro was reaching for Angelina’s hand. “Finally, we meet.”

“Yes, finally. I’ve heard so much about you through the years.”  Angelina grasped his hand and was pulled into an embrace. She was taken aback by the gesture, but realized that she felt like she’d known him forever.

Before Angelina could get accustomed to the embrace, he was being waved down from across the room. “It was nice to finally meet you. We’ll talk later.”  

Angelina smiled as he walked away. She was excited that she finally met Alejandro, but also wished they’d had more of a chance to visit in person.

Gabriella was disturbed that he left them so quickly. She gnawed on her lip in disbelief. It had taken her over twelve years for them to meet in person. In the blink of an eye, it was over. She wanted her best friend to finally get to know him since he was such an important part of her life. 

Angelina knew Gabriella was upset with her brother. “Gabriella, don’t think twice about our meeting. This is your party. Have fun! Alejandro and I can talk another time. You know he’s just as popular as you, the birthday girl, since he’s been away for so long.”  

Gabriella hugged her friend. “I know. I’ve just waited for this moment for so long,” she said as she pulled away from Angelina.

Gabriella’s party went well. The dancing began after dinner, and Alejandro cut in on their father while he was dancing with Gabriella. “Were you surprised?” he asked her.

“What do you think?”

“I’m glad you were. And I’m glad I was able to participate in this celebration.”

“Alejandro?”

“Yes?”

“Will you do me a favor?”

“Sure, if I can.”

“Angelina has been working tirelessly during this party. Will you at least dance with her? She needs a break.”  Gabriella was still upset with Alejandro for walking away from his initial meeting with Angelina. She knew her uncle had summoned him, but still. This was an important moment and she wanted her brother to get to know her best friend.

“Of course I will. I am glad that you were able to reconnect with each other. I know she was an important part of your collegiate days. What happened for you to lose touch with one another?”

“I’m really not sure. I guess we became so involved in our new lives. With our first teaching jobs, we were extremely busy that first summer. Getting things together for the classroom, writing lesson plans, coming up with innovative ideas...  I remember going into the classroom almost every day that summer after I got my first job. Planning, always planning. I wanted to be the best teacher that I could be, someone my students would always remember. I hope I’ve done that through the years. Angelina was going about it the same way. I remember we always had the same ambitions. We wanted to be the best...”

“Well, from what you’ve told me through the years, you’ve been an influence on many students. I am so proud of you.”

“As I am of you. Now, go and have that dance with my best friend.”  Alejandro brushed a kiss across her knuckles and headed towards Angelina.

“May I have this dance?”

“Alejandro, I’d love to but I am busy at the moment. How about later?”  

Alejandro reached for her hand, but she pulled it away. 

He had a funny look on his face—one of surprise that she wouldn’t dance with him. He knew Gabriella had been upset with him earlier when he’d been summoned by their uncle. He wanted to spend some time with Angelina, but he knew his uncle would have made a scene, so he’d left her standing with his sister. 

The look Gabriella had sent his way when he walked away was the same one she used to give him when she was a little girl and he wouldn’t give into her demands. She’d scrunch her face and roll her eyes at him. He knew he was in trouble with his sister, and he needed to make up to her by dancing with Angelina.

“Aww, come on.”

“Give me a few minutes to finish this up, and I’ll dance with you.”

While Angelina was cleaning up, Alejandro got an emergency call. He had to rush to the hospital to tend to a patient who’d had a kidney transplant and was exhibiting signs of infection. Alejandro hated getting these calls. He apologized to Gabriella for having to leave early. She understood but thought he needed to have some fun in his life.

She was going to see that he did, now that he was home and living close by.
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The following Monday morning, Gabriella couldn’t wait to see Angelina. She ran directly into Angelina’s classroom, hugged, and thanked her for helping her mother organize and plan her surprise party. “I had such a wonderful time.”

“I did, too. It was great seeing everyone. I was happy to finally meet Alejandro in person. Were you surprised?”

“Surprised? Yes, that’s an understatement. Shocked is more like it. I wasn’t sure what was happening at first, but then you came running up to me. All I can say is Alejandro did a fabulous job of keeping it from me. I thought it was his idea to take me to Miss Saigon.”

“It was his idea. We weren’t sure how to get you there, so he volunteered. It was really important to him that he take you to the play since you wanted to see it so badly. He wanted to make it a special memory for you since he missed so many important happenings in your life. He was like a kid in a candy store helping your mother plan this part of the surprise. He even met with the hostess at the restaurant so she knew who he was and could guide you directly to the party without question.”

“Huh, so that’s what that wink was about.”

“What wink?”

“Never mind. Getting back to Alejandro... I thought you hadn’t met before the party.”

“We hadn’t. Your mother arranged it all. I didn’t meet him until you introduced us.”

“Oh. Did you two have a good time dancing?”

“We never danced. I told him I was busy. I was getting the party favors together because one of your mom’s friends was leaving, and I wanted to be sure she had one. I asked if he could wait a few minutes, and when I went looking for him, he was gone.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you’d danced. He got a call from the hospital and had to go in.”

“After all of these years, I was just glad to finally meet him in the flesh. I’d talked to him while we were in school, and I’ve met Alec and Joe many times. It’s just nice after all of these years to finally meet him in person. I always enjoyed talking with him. He always knew the right thing to say to brighten my day.”

*****
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Mid-October was upon them, and with it came Colleen’s field hockey sectionals. Colleen, Angelina’s sister, played for her high school team. She was the star of the team and a team player who always thought of her teammates first while on the field. She’d broken many of her high school’s prestigious records. She was only a junior, but had already received letters from various universities that were interested in her playing field hockey for them.

The team had a game scheduled in Kansas City, which was a four hour drive from St. Louis. Colleen’s parents and brother, Wyatt (who always attended her matches), were going to follow the bus to Kansas City. Wyatt loved watching his older sister play. He played ice hockey himself and was a well-respected player in his own right.  

Angelina declined to take the early morning car ride to Kansas City with her parents. She was preparing for the end of the first quarter and wanted to spend the weekend working on grades. She never liked waiting until the last minute to complete the quarterly report card. 

They were originally scheduled to leave directly after school ended on Friday afternoon, but at the last minute the plans were changed. The new plan was to leave at seven o’clock Saturday morning. 

Angelina spent Friday evening at Gabriella’s house. It was the first time Angelina had been to Gabriella’s. As soon as she pulled up to the curb, she fell in love with it. The sidewalk was lined with flowers. She remembered how much Gabriella loved flowers—she had always been buying bouquets of whatever flowers she could get her hands on for their dorm room.

Gabriella had told Angelina that her home was a starter house and Angelina couldn’t believe the size of it. The house fit the neighborhood. It was a typical red brick two-story with an attached garage. Angelina couldn’t wait to see the inside as the outside was so Gabriella, between the size, red brick and swing that sat on the front porch.

She rang the doorbell and Gabriella answered instantaneously—she had been waiting for Angelina right by the door. She gave Angelina a quick tour of her four-bedroom home. It had a gourmet kitchen that any chef would envy, as well as a formal dining room that held a table she was sure would fit at least eight, and maybe even twelve when opened fully. She had a quaint living room that fit the house, and a huge family room that overlooked a fairly large backyard. The backyard was strewn with flowers blooming in pots and baskets of flowers hanging from a multitude of shepherd’s hooks. Fall was in the air and, thankfully, St. Louis hadn’t experienced a frost yet, so Angelina could fully enjoy Gabriella’s brightly colored backyard and patio area. 

Gabriella had ordered pizza. As they waited for the deliveryman, Angelina commented on her home. “I thought you said this was a starter home.”

“It is.”

“If this is what you consider a started home, I can only imagine what your next house will look like.”

“It’s not that big, Angelina. I’ve done a few updates over the years. You should have seen it when I first bought it.”

“All I can say is this house is so you, inside and out—between the flowers, the red brick... and I love how you decorated it.”  She barely finished her comment when the doorbell rang. They’d decided to eat in as Gabriella wanted Angelina to experience pizza from the neighborhood pizzeria. “Doesn’t this remind you of our late-night pizza parties that we held in our dorm room?” asked Angelina.

“Yeah, but now we can at least enjoy our food without being interrupted by the guys from the other side of the dorm. I swear they had a homing device when a pizza crossed through the elevators doors.”

“I know. They were crazy.”  

They finished their meal, and then Angelina helped Gabriella prepare the pictures that would hang on her bulletin board dedicated to the special events from the quarter. They learned the importance of this in one of their education classes. It helped with parent teacher conferences, as the bulletin board tied up the quarter, highlighting the field trips, parties, and whatever else occurred that was special. It was a fabulous way for parents who couldn’t attend the special functions to see what occurred in their children’s lives. Angelina had put the finishing touches on her display while they waited for their pizza.

During their evening, many topics were discussed. Angelina started talking about the special events they attended while in college. “Gabriella, do you remember when we had to go on that urban experience for one of our education classes, were dropped off in the middle of the city with hardly a map, and were expected to visit the city schools and find our way downtown?”

“Yeah, I do. I really enjoyed seeing all of the old, turn-of-the-century schools. The architecture was beautiful. I wish the buildings would have been maintained more.”  Pausing, Gabriella added, “I can understand how the buildings fell into the condition they’re in. Some, in fact many, of them have since closed. Some of those neighborhoods were pretty scary.”  

They continued their reminiscing and hardly noticed that three hours had elapsed when the doorbell rang. “Are you expecting anyone?” asked Angelina as Gabriella stood to open the door.

“At this hour? No. I’d intended it to be just a girl’s night.”

Before she could get to the door, the bell rang again. “Wait a minute... Just wait a minute... Who is it, anyway?” called Gabriella. She turned to Angelina and whispered, “One should always ask before opening the door especially at this late hour.”

“Me,” a voice called from the other side of the door.

“Who’s me?”

“You know who it is. Open the door, Gabriella.”

Gabriella threw open the door and was pulled into a hug.  “Alejandro, what’re you doing here?”  

“Saying hello to my favorite sister.”

“Favorite? You mean only.”

“Okay, okay. Enough of that.” 

Gabriella led Alejandro to the family room where they’d been working.

“What’re you doing this evening?” asked Alejandro as Gabriella led him down the hallway.

“Angelina and I are working on our quarterly bulletin boards. We take pictures throughout the year and post them in our classroom at the end of the quarter. That way the students and parents can experience some of the fun activities we did throughout the quarter.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” he said as he moved into the room. “Hi, Angelina. How are you doing?”

“I’m fine,” Angelina smiled at Alejandro. “And you?”

“I’m great!” Alejandro said with a grin. “I’m off service with the hospital for the week and can finally take it easy. Thankfully, I just have office hours. These last few weeks since Gabriella’s party have been a blur—I’ve worked non-stop. I’m so looking forward to some down time.”

“Want something to drink?” Gabriella asked as she turned towards the kitchen.

“Sure, whatever you have,” he called out as she disappeared around the corner. 

Alejandro stood looking at Angelina as she put the finishing touches on Gabriella bulletin board. “So, are you the creative genius behind this project? I heard you made the invitations for Gabriella’s party. They were beautiful.”

Angelina put down the last of the pictures. Smiling, she looked over her shoulder at him. As she flashed her smile, she chuckled and said, “No, I’m not the genius. Your sister did much of this herself... And thank you for your compliment. I had a lot of fun helping your mother.”

“From what I hear, you more than helped. I know my mom really appreciated everything you did to make it a special day for my sister.”  

Gabriella returned with a glass of wine. They sat around the table, catching up. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to have that dance with you, Angelina.”

“It’s not a problem. I understand. I was trying to get the party favors together for one of your mom’s friends and, when I went looking for you, you were already gone. Gabriella explained that you were called into the hospital. We can have that dance anytime.”

Alejandro truly loved his sister and Angelina saw it first-hand. She had no idea that he’d missed Gabriella as much as he had while he’d lived out of state. Alejandro was a kind, caring man who seemed to really enjoy his job. Even with the demands of his profession, he spoke highly of his peers and co-workers at the hospital. He was unlike any doctor that she knew. He was compassionate and didn’t talk down as he spoke of his colleagues.

Angelina saw a much different side to him than she imagined when she looked back on her many conversations they’d had while she was in college. She saw the serious side to him, but also the jokester that loved to kid around. But now he was different. He seemed much more intent—serious, but he was still a loving brother.

She caught him staring at her a few times and, several times, she smiled back at him, causing him to look away.

They talked until two in the morning when Angelina finally decided to go home. She explained that the following morning she wanted to be sure and be up to wish Colleen good luck before she left for her tournament. Angelina said her good-byes while Alejandro decided to stay with Gabriella. “It’s been a long time since we’ve done this.”

“It has. So how come you came by tonight?”

“I hadn’t seen you since your party and wanted to spend some time with you.”

Gabriella decided to change the subject abruptly, “I’ve got a question for you.” She’d noticed him staring at Angelina several times while they talked.

“And that is?”

“Are you seeing anyone?”

“No,” he sternly replied.

“Why not?” she asked.

“I’m too busy getting acclimated to my new job.”

“Come on now...”

“Not now, Gabby. I don’t want to talk about it.”  She knew he meant business—he usually only called her Gabby when he was upset with her. She dropped her questioning for the time being. She had her hopes, but she wasn’t going to share them with Alejandro.

*****
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Angelina had barely crawled into bed when her alarm blared in her ear. It was six in the morning and she felt like she’d just gone to sleep. She crawled out of bed and dressed quickly, as she wanted to see her parents off. 

Angelina hugged Colleen and wished her good luck as she and her parents hurried out the door. Colleen had to be at school by seven to make the bus for their early afternoon game. “Drive safely,” she told her parents as she kissed them goodbye. “Wyatt, be sure and catch the entire game on video.”

“I will,” he told her as he grabbed a bagel and ran out the door. “Don’t forget to walk Bingo,” he yelled as he closed the car door. Bingo was the family’s shelter dog they’d adopted. They’d had him for the last six years. He was a mix breed that the whole family had fallen in love with when they first laid eyes on him. Within hours of him entering their house, he’d become a member of the family. He was a sweet dog who let strangers know of his presence. They didn’t think he’d bite anyone, but they didn’t want to test him either.

Angelina went back to bed for a few hours, then spent the day as planned. She finished grading the last of the tests that she would use for the quarter. She was pleased with her students’ grades. All of them had done well. That would bode well for her, especially since this was her first quarter at St. Margaret’s. Angelina took pride in her job and loved to see her students doing well.

Angelina decided to take a break and headed to the nearest local bookstore. Her favorite mystery author had just released a new book and she wanted to start it that weekend as a reward for finishing her grades for the quarter. She also wanted to read something new, in addition to the mystery that she held in her hand. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for, and was searching the endcaps for new releases when she turned and accidentally bumped into someone, causing herself to drop her book. She looked up and was surprised to see Alejandro. “What’re you doing here?” she asked as she knelt down to pick up the book from the floor.

“I could ask you the same,” he said as he also reached for her book. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to scare you into dropping your book.” 

“You didn’t scare me.”  

“Well, I’m glad.” he said, laughing. “If you’re not in a hurry to be somewhere, would you be interested in having a coffee?”

Smiling at him, she teased, “I guess if you twisted my arm I could have one.”

Smiling broadly at her, he paused and said, “Okay, I’m twisting,” and he reached for her arm and playfully twisted it. Laughing, they headed towards the café.

The barista took their order and Alejandro graciously paid for their coffees. Angelina ordered a café mocha, while Alejandro chose a plain old cup of coffee. 

“You’re not too adventurous.”

“What do you mean?”

“Plain coffee?”

“What can I say?” he chuckled as he led her to a table in the back of the café. They sat and talked. “Angelina, I am so glad that you and Gabriella were able to reconnect. I think she considers you a sister. She has Alec, Joe, and I, but brothers are brothers. You can’t talk ‘girl’ talk with us.”

“I consider her a sister as well. I can share things with her that I can’t share with my own sister, Kelly. I guess it’s because we’re the same age. Gabriella’s a special person. I am lucky to have her in my life.”

“I know she feels that same about you.” Alejandro took a sip of his coffee, “So, what’re your plans for the day?”

“Well, I worked on grades earlier. I got up early since my parents, Colleen, and Wyatt were heading off to Kansas City for Colleen’s field hockey game. I thought I’d take a break, and that’s how I ended up here. I’m not sure how I am going to spend the rest of the weekend. I guess take it easy.”  Pointing to her book, she added, “And read.”

“Since you have no real plans outside of reading, what about having dinner with me?”

“Alejandro, that’s kind of you to ask.”  She was surprised with his invitation and she paused before responding, smiling broadly. She said, “Sure, I’ll have dinner with you.”  She knew his sister would be thrilled just as she was. She had always enjoyed her phone conversations with him, but now she was able to see him a different light. When he talked, she could see the intensity on his face and witness the passion in his eyes when he discussed something close to his heart. She was excited, to say the least, to have dinner with him—she was seeing a much different side to his personality than she’d imagined coming through the phone.

They finished their drinks and he said, “Why don’t I follow you home and then we can decide where to go.”

“Sounds great.”

“Ready?”  Angelina nodded and Alejandro stood and helped her with her chair. She paid for two books: the mystery she’d originally sought out and a non-fiction book written by one of her favorite comedians. Alejandro escorted her to her car and asked that she wait while he retrieved his car. 

Angelina waited in her car for Alejandro. She sat there replaying their conversation. She hadn’t paid much attention to his looks at Gabriella’s party and when she saw him at Gabriella’s house, it was late, and she was tired after a long day of teaching. But today... today she saw him for the man he was. Wow, she thought. “How did I miss how attractive he is?” she said aloud to herself. He’d certainly matured into quite a man from what she remembered from his pictures. She was sure a passersby thought she was crazy talking to herself sitting alone in her car. But, she had to talk to someone, and that someone was herself.

My gosh! He’s practically beautiful, she screamed in her head. He has the most amazing dark eyes. His Spanish ancestry only added to his looks with his dark skin tone. His hair was also dark and thick, cut short and made for running one’s fingers through. She had to get ahold of herself. She shouldn’t be thinking of Gabriella’s brother in these terms. Anyway, he wouldn’t look twice at me, she thought. But wait a minute... he did at Gabriella’s house. No, I’m sure I imagined that... And that smile. Stop, just stop it—I’m not going there. Just friends. That’s right, we’re just friends.

She couldn’t believe how quickly her plans had changed and, with that, she heard a short toot signifying that he was ready. She waved at him, acknowledging his presence and put her car into reverse. As she took her foot off the brake, her heart rate accelerated as she backed out of her parking space. She stopped to turn and put her car into drive. Stop it, she said to herself. I’m not nervous. This is Alejandro. We’re friends. There’s no need to be nervous, she thought as she drove off towards home, Alejandro following closely behind.

In her fifteen minute drive home, she convinced herself not to be nervous. This was just dinner with a friend, that’s all.

She pulled into her driveway with Alejandro right behind her. Her purse toppled over when she made the sharp turn into her driveway, but she quickly grabbed the contents of her purse and motioned to Alejandro that she needed to run into the house—she didn’t realize that her cell phone was lodged between the seats. 

Alejandro made a quick call while he waited for her. She ran inside, quickly let Bingo out, and grabbed a jacket since it was expected to be a cool evening. She locked the house and walked over to Alejandro’s car. He got out of his car and held the door open for her, even assisting her with her seat belt.

“Where would you like to go?” he asked.

“I don’t care. You choose.”

“Why don’t we head towards Old Towne, walk around, and when we’re ready we’ll just pick a spot to eat.”  

“Sounds like a plan.”  

They drove for a few miles before Angelina asked Alejandro what he liked to do in his spare time. Even though she tried not to be nervous, she was. She didn’t understand what was wrong with her. It’s not like this was a blind date.

“I like the outdoors. I’d be outside all of the time if I could. I used to run around the lakes up in Madison, but I wasn’t able to do that much before I moved home. I love going to Forest Park, but I don’t get there very often due to my schedule at the hospital and the distance from my house. I wish it were right around the corner, but it isn’t. I’m surrounded by farmland now: corns and cows.”

“You should try and make time for yourself... I know that’s hard with your schedule and all. Do you anticipate it improving?”

“I hope so. I’m still trying to get the lay of the hospital. I’m glad that I made the move, but there’s always an adjustment when you change jobs.”

“I know that too well. When St. Mark’s closed, I was pretty lost, especially since we went right into summer. I’m just thankful that I still live at home. I was able to help my mom with my siblings.  My dad’s been pretty busy at the bank, so I did the majority of the yard work. I love my family and would do absolutely anything for them.”

“They’re lucky to have you. Have you ever wanted to get out on your own?”

“Yes and no. I’m pretty independent, and my parents don’t stop me from doing anything. I pay them rent, although I know they’re putting it away for me for when I do decide to move out. My parents are great.”

Alejandro parked and came around to help Angelina from the car. He’s a true gentleman, she thought. Opening car doors, holding doors for her... She almost thought that was a lost trait of many men. Most of the men she dated let her open her own doors, never helped her from the car, and often proceeded her going through doors before her. She often wondered if all men had lost their manners. She was pleasantly surprised that Alejandro was so unlike her previous boyfriends. And she liked it—she liked having doors held open for her, liked being made to feel special. 

Side by side, they walked the streets of Old Towne, looking into the windows of the closed stores. Alejandro didn’t seem to mind that Angelina liked to go into the antique stores. “I have a fondness for antiques as well,” he told her as they exited the final store on the block. “Hungry, yet?”

“I’m a little hungry. What time is it?”

“Just about seven.”

“I guess Colleen’s game should be about over. Wyatt was going to videotape it for me. Depending on my schedule, I usually try to get to as many games as I can. Today, I just didn’t feel like taking the trip. I wanted to get my grades done, and I guess just vegetate a little this weekend.”  They stopped at a restaurant and looked at the menu displayed in the window. Neither liked what was on the menu and walked on.

“From the time I accepted my job at St. Margaret’s, it’s been a whirlwind with trying to get ready for the school year. I had less than a week to prepare my classroom and get ready. I was a little lost at first as I changed grades and had to start all over on my lesson plans. I pretty much like to have the whole year planned out, and I spent all of my weekends since I took the job planning that.”  

They walked down the sidewalk. A bunch of kids came running towards her. Alejandro put his arm around her to keep her from being knocked into. She smiled up at him and continued with the conversation.

“Gabriella helped me so much. I couldn’t have done it without her. This is the first weekend that I felt I needed to take time for myself. And then I see you at the bookstore. This has been a great day. Thank you for this evening. I’m really enjoying myself.”

“I’m glad. I’m having a good time getting to know you, too.”  

They had dinner at a pub on Main Street. It was nothing fancy, but they sat and took in the ambience. They both enjoyed a beer while they waited for their food to arrive. Angelina had ordered a plate of nachos while Alejandro ordered a BLT. “I haven’t had a BLT in years,” he said. “This last time was—”  

He stopped midsentence and didn’t finish his thought. She noticed him tense up and a look of sadness crossed his face. He looked down at his left hand like he was looking for something, paused, and then changed the subject. She felt uncomfortable for a moment, but then when he started talking again, the feeling passed.

When they had finished their dinner and were having a coffee, the weekend band started playing. The band played a mix of country, pop, and seventies/eighties music. Several couples started to dance. Alejandro glanced at Angelina, reached out his hand and said, “Shall we dance?”

Angelina nodded and stood. The band had started the opening melody to a famous ballad as they made their way across the dance floor. Alejandro escorted her to the middle of the floor where he gently pulled her into his arms. He sensed her nervousness, but didn’t question it. No words were spoken. They felt each beat to the music and danced. They glided across the dance floor until the music ended. He brushed a kiss across her knuckles, thanking her for the dance. Alejandro placed his hand on her lower back, guiding her back to their table. The instant she felt his hand on her back, she jumped and her nerves returned once again. She didn’t understand what was wrong with her. That small gesture shouldn’t have affected her in the manner it did. 

Alejandro felt her jump when he guided her back to their table. He wasn’t sure what had caused her nervousness, but he decided to call it a night. “It’s getting late. Shall we go?”  

He paid the bill. As they exited the restaurant, he placed his arm around her shoulders and guided her from the restaurant. The nervousness he had felt earlier when they left the dance floor had disappeared. They silently walked to Alejandro’s car. He was helping her into her seat when he realized that he’d turned off his cell phone while they were at dinner. As he headed around the back of the car, he turned it on and discovered that he’d missed three phone calls, all from his father.

Since it was nearing midnight, he decided not to return his father’s calls. He’d never left a message, so Alejandro didn’t think it was anything too important. Alejandro drove Angelina home and walked her to the door. 

“I had a really nice time this evening,” she said. 

“So did I. We’ll have to do this again sometime soon... I know my schedule’s pretty busy starting next week. Maybe we can get together and have dinner again when my schedule clears.”  He whipped out his cell phone. “Give me your number and I’ll call you when I have some free time.”  

She gave him her number then he walked her to her door. Angelina unlocked the door and turned back to Alejandro. He thanked her again, turned, and left her standing in the doorway. 

Angelina waved goodbye as he walked away. Reflecting on her day, she realized what a remarkable man Alejandro was. She knew she’d liked him from the phone conversations they’d had and from what Gabriella had told her over the years, but she hadn’t realized what a kind person he really was. The way he spoke of his family, friends, and colleagues spoke volumes about the person he was.

It was nearing one in the morning when Alejandro pulled into his driveway. As he opened his door, his cell rang. He looked at the caller ID and saw that it was his father. “Hey, Dad. I saw that you’d called earlier but was out and thought it was too late to return your call. What’s up?”

“Where are you?”

“I just got home. I’m sitting in my driveway.”

“Can you do me a favor?”

“Sure.  What ya need?”

“Will you go over to Gabriella’s for me? Pick her up and take her over to Angelina’s.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“Gabriella’s been trying to get a hold of her. She wasn’t answering her cell.”

“Is there a problem?”

“Alejandro, Colleen was in a serious accident.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know all of the details. I just know she’s in the ICU at Kansas City Memorial. She was injured in her field hockey game. Her parents have tried unsuccessfully to get ahold of Angelina. They called me since I’m her physician, and I told them I’d have Gabriella go over and break the news to her.”

“What can I do?”

“Just get over to Gabriella’s ASAP. When you get to Angelina’s, call me and hopefully I’ll have some more information.”  Alejandro hung up the phone, closed the car door, revved up his engine, and headed straight for Gabriella’s. Before he could ring the bell, the door flew open and she was running out the door.

“Hurry, we’ve got to get to Angelina’s!”

The lights were still on at Angelina’s when they pulled up. It had barely been forty-five minutes since he left her on the doorstep. They ran to the door and rang the bell. Angelina looked out the front window prior to opening the door. “Alejandro, Gabriella, why’re you here? Is something wrong?’

Alejandro had dialed his father as they approached the house. The call had just connected when Angelina opened the door. “Gabriella?” she asked again as she looked at her friend.

Alejandro told his father they were at Angelina’s, and he asked to speak with her. Angelina looked scared. “What’s wrong? Did something happen to my parents?”

Alejandro passed the phone to her. “My father would like to speak with you.”  

They entered the foyer and Alejandro closed the door behind them. 

“Dr. A? What’s wrong?” Angelina asked.

Alejandro led her to the couch and gestured for her to sit. Gabriella and Alejandro flanked her on either side. 

“Angelina, are you sitting?”

“Yes, I am. What’s wrong?”

“Angelina, Colleen’s been in an accident. She was seriously injured in her field hockey game and is in the ICU.”  

Angelina raised a shaking hand to her mouth in shock.

“What happened?” she asked, trying to hold back her emotions.

“I’m not sure. I just know she took a shot to the abdomen from a very close range and collapsed onto the field. Your parents rushed to her, but by the time they got to her, she was unconscious. They rushed her to the hospital and called me since I am her physician, but also because of your relationship with Gabriella.”

Gabriella grabbed Angelina’s hand, and Alejandro put his arm around her. 

“I need to go there and be with my sister.”

“Angelina, I’m not sure that is a good idea. Do you have a piece of paper handy?”

Alejandro heard his father’s request and pulled a notepad from his pocket. He always carried a notebook with him in the event he received an emergency call. “Here,” he said.

Angelina was shaking so badly that she handed the phone to Alejandro. He wrote the telephone number down for the hospital, along with the name of the doctor that was handling Colleen’s case. Angelina just sat mumbling, “I should have been there...”

Alejandro disconnected the call and turned to Angelina. “What can I do?” he asked. 

“I don’t know,” she stammered. “I need to talk to my parents. I wonder if Kelly and James know.”  

While Gabriella got Angelina a glass of water, Alejandro called the hospital. He was able to get through to the nurses’ station and speak with the nurse in charge. “Hello, yes, my name is Dr. Alejandro Alvarez. I am a friend of Colleen Samuels’s sister. She is sitting right here with me. What is her condition?”

The nurse didn’t want to divulge anything in relation to her condition since she couldn’t verify who they were. “Fine,” he said. “Are her parents nearby so that we can talk to them?”

The nurse placed them on hold while she went to get Angelina’s mother. Angelina’s mother came on the phone. “Hello,” she stuttered.

“Mrs. Samuels?”

“Yes.”

“This is Alejandro, Dr. A’s son. I am here with Angelina. I’ll put her on.” Alejandro handed the phone to Angelina.

“Angelina?”

“Mom... Colleen... What happened? What’s wrong with her?”

“Sweetie, she somehow took a hard shot directly in the abdomen. She cried out and collapsed. By the time we reached her, she was unconscious. She has significant swelling in the abdomen and they’re waiting on the CT scan. She was having difficulties breathing, so they decided to put her into ICU until they can determine what’s wrong with her.”

“Mom, I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Honey, no wait. Let’s see what the test results reveal. I’m in contact with Alejandro’s father and we’ll go from there. Where is your cell phone? I tried calling several times—there was no answer.”

“I don’t know. I had it earlier in the day.”  Angelina thought for a moment and then realized that it probably had fallen out of her purse when it overturned in her car. “It must have fallen out of my purse. I think it’s in my car.”

“Okay. Now try not to worry. I’ll call you as soon as we know something. Is Gabriella with you?”

“Yes, she is.”

“Good. I don’t want you alone. Is Alejandro still with you?”

“Yes.”

“Let me speak with him.”

She handed the phone to Alejandro. 

“Hello?”

“Alejandro?”

“Yes.”

“I want to thank you and Gabriella for being there with Angelina. I told Angelina that I want her to stay there until we know something. The doctors are in contact with your father. I’m not sure what’s going to happen, but we may have Colleen flown back to St. Louis. We have to see how she gets through the night. I would appreciate it if you could stay with Angelina as long as you can.”

“It’s not a problem.”

“Please watch over her. I’m sure she has some guilt since she wasn’t here. I’ll call with any updates.”

“Thanks.”  Alejandro disconnected the call and turned to Angelina. “Your mom will call with any updates. Why don’t you try and get some rest?”

“I can’t. My sister’s in the hospital in serious condition. I want to be with her.”

“I realize that, but the best place for you is right here. Let’s not overreact. We need to wait for a more complete diagnosis.”

Angelina got up and ran to her car where she discovered her cell phone lodged between the seats. Gabriella decided to make coffee when Angelina returned from her car with her phone in hand. Alejandro sat with Angelina while she paced the room. “What could be wrong with her?”

“I can’t say for sure until the test results come back. It may be nothing.”  

The three of them stayed-up the remainder of the night. There was little talking. Gabriella held Angelina’s hand while Alejandro sat, staring off into space. He was racking his brain with her possible diagnosis. 

Just before dawn, Angelina drifted off to sleep. Earlier, Gabriella had curled up into an armchair and had also fallen asleep. Alejandro had joined Angelina on the couch. She’d fallen asleep in his arms.
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Chapter Three
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Alejandro awoke at about seven with Angelina nestled in his arms. He softly stroked her cheek and hoped for a better day when his phone started ringing. He hated to move but knew it would be his father. Reaching for his phone, he checked the caller ID, and answered. “Hello, Dad. Any news?”

“Not yet. It’s still early. How are the girls?”

“Both are asleep... Dad, what’re your thoughts about Colleen’s condition?”

“I don’t know. I’m not there, but I am concerned with how hard she was hit. She could have a multitude of injuries depending on exactly where she took the shot.”

“I know. I was going through all of the possibilities myself. I just hope it’s not as bad as where my thoughts led me last night.”

“I know. Alejandro, just make sure you watch Angelina. I am concerned about her. She tends to internalize everything.  I know she’s probably blaming herself for not being there with her family.”
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