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Wednesday Ashley hurried into the almost full classroom and her heart started beating even faster in her ears. She should have taken Oral Communications when she was a freshman, but she’d put it off because she hated to speak in front of others.

In addition to her fear of speaking, she preferred getting to class early to choose a desk in the back of the room. Today, she’d been delayed after her previous class by a classmate who wanted to talk, and she had a hard time getting away from her heartbreaking story. Ashley’s choices came down to a desk in the center of one row in the middle of the room or the desk in the front row next to a guy whose feet splayed way out in front of him. He was tall, or else the slumped posture made him seem that way. He appeared to be sleeping.

Oh, well. She sat next to him as the noise level around her continued at a steady rhythm of books slapping on desks, along with laughter and voices. At least the sleeper wouldn’t be snickering with friends or looking at his phone during the upcoming lecture. She pulled out her notebook and hung her backpack on her chair. 

A minute later, the instructor walked into the room and stood behind the podium. She’d never had Dr. Williams as a teacher, but she’d heard he ran a strict but fair class. The sudden decrease in noise level showed most of the students had listened to the stories from prior students.

Dr. Williams looked at the sleeping guy next to her. She didn’t know what possessed her, but she reached out and jabbed him in the arm with her finger. 

He startled awake and looked around. Then, with a sheepish grin, he sat up straight and eyed the teacher. “Sorry.” His voice came out gravelly and deep.

Ashley found herself intrigued by his immediate way of taking responsibility and she might turn out to like the guy. His dark hair emphasized his brown eyes, and they looked clear, if dazed. They weren’t red, which meant he probably wasn’t sleeping off a late night due to drinking. 

She noticed his age because he was an older student like herself. At twenty-seven, she was one of the oldest students in most of the classes she took. In addition, freshmen usually took Oral Communications to get it over with, which especially highlighted the difference in age between her and the other students in this class. Her advisor for her psychology undergraduate degree had pointed out the class each semester they met to go over her schedule.

Dr. Williams looked at her and asked, “Do you know him?”

“No,” she murmured.

“Well, if he drifts off again, you have my permission to poke him.” He nodded at her and then the guy. He pulled a stack of papers out of his briefcase. He handed the stack to the girl at the end of the front row. “Please pass these around.”

As the papers were being handed down the row, Dr. Williams said, “You’ll need the first book for the four speeches you’ll give in the class. Below that, you’ll find the suggested reading for additional help with any of the speeches. I don’t care how you get the book. Beg, borrow, but don’t steal.”

Ashley began to like Dr. William’s sly humor.

“Seriously,” he continued, “if you can’t find a copy of any of this information, please let me know. I want everyone to have a fair chance at passing this class. Please write your name and your email on a sheet of paper and leave it on my desk on your way out. I usually don’t bring paper to class. I send everything by email.”

After that, she missed most of the following lecture on the different speeches, and it turned out to be the longest thirty minutes Ashley spent in a long time. The harder she tried to pay attention to the instructor, the more she wanted to talk to the guy next to her and find out his story.

When Dr. Williams dismissed class, she grabbed her notebook and backpack and quickly slid from her desk to hurry out of the room. She didn’t realize the guy who sat next to her was following her until he said, “Hey, wait.”

She glanced behind her and met his gaze. For a second, she stopped, stunned by the brown of his eyes, and then forced herself to continue out the door. “Sorry, we can’t hold up traffic here.”

When she got into the hallway, she moved along the corridor away from the door. “I don’t have much time,” she said. “I have an appointment.”

“I wanted to thank you. Dr. Williams found my nap amusing, but I don’t imagine he would have if you hadn’t done the finger jab to my shoulder.” He smiled at her.

She found his grin as fascinating as his brown eyes. She couldn’t believe how attracted she was to him, and she didn’t even know his name—which she should find out, and then get going. “He did seem amused. I do have to get to an appointment. Maybe we can talk more before class on Friday. Would that work for you?”

“Sounds great. I’m Jason.”

“Hi, Jason. I’m Ashley. See you Friday. I have to run.” She forced herself to turn away from him and hurried down the hallway to the outside door. She was going to be late if she didn’t run when she got outside.

#
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The cool fall afternoon felt good after the heated classroom. Early September could be any temperature between freezing and a hundred degrees. Today was in the low sixties. No need for a jacket if she didn’t linger too long, and if she stood in the sun, the temperature was perfect. She loved the sixties and low seventies, and September and October were her favorite months.

Ashley met with her class advisor, who kept her fully engaged. They discussed her forty-hour clinical observation at St. Gertrude’s Medical Center, where she’d observe in the Social Work Department and then the Mental Health Unit every afternoon starting at 1:00 p.m. Because she could only get in four hours a day, the time at St. Gertrude’s Medical Center would actually take two weeks instead of one week. Her oldest brother, Paul, worked as a physician there, and she wondered if she’d run into him at work.

The hours were meant to give undergraduate students a chance to observe those experiencing psychological issues, so she could decide what area she wanted to specialize in after graduation. She knew she needed to get a master’s degree, and there were other educational requirements if she continued on the path to becoming a psychologist. She tried not to think of the long road ahead to get her Ph.D. She’d already signed up for the master’s program, so she could sign up for classes next semester if she continued. 

She didn’t have time to consider anything else until she was back outside in the sunshine. As she walked toward her car to go home for a quick lunch before work, she smiled. 

She’d see Jason again Friday morning, but they weren’t going to have much time to talk before class. She had her Special Topics in Psychology class right before Oral Communications and didn’t have much time to get from one classroom to the other. She already regretted taking the Special Topics class. She didn’t need the two credits. She’d signed up because the topic was sibling relationships, and her relationships with her brothers needed help.

She got home and prepared a lunch of chicken and carrot sticks before texting Jill. She and Jill could talk about it, and she’d get a clearer idea if she should drop the class or continue as planned. She didn’t want to wait until her roommate got home for the evening.

“Met an interesting guy,” she texted. She sat on the couch in her living room, her plate in her lap. If Jill was free at all, she’d respond to Ashley’s provocative text.

Sure enough, as Ashley finished her meal, her cell rang.

“Where? Who?” Jill demanded.

Ashley laughed. “I figured you’d be calling.”

“I need all the information, which can’t be done by texting, now can it, girlfriend?” Jill asked.

“Well, it would be a rather lengthy text.”

“Spill it. I’m eating lunch as we speak, and I only have a half hour.”

“I went to the Oral Communications class. Still dreading it, by the way. I got there at the last minute because I was talking to someone, and time got away from me.”

Jill laughed. “Why does that always happen to you? No, don’t answer. Go on with the story.”

“There were two desks left. One in the middle of the class where I would have to crawl over everyone, or one in the front row by this guy who was asleep.”

“You took the one by the sleeping guy, I take it.”

“Who’s telling this story?” Ashley asked, but she smiled.

“You. Too slow. Time’s passing.”

“Then let me finish so you can go back to work, and I can get to my job. Anyway, the teacher came in and looked at the guy, and I got this sudden urge to wake him up, so maybe he’d avoid the wrath of the instructor. I poked him in the arm, and he jerked awake and looked around. Dr. Williams, the instructor, found it humorous and assured me, if Jason fell asleep again, I could repeat the jab.”

“You know his name?” Jill asked.

Of course Jill would notice that piece of information. “We had a brief conversation in the hallway after class and exchanged names. I had to get to an appointment with my advisor.”

“Is Jason cute?”

“Yeah, kind of. I mean he’s not gorgeous or anything, but he is attractive. He’s an older student too. I have reservations. Why was he sleeping? I hope it wasn’t because of a hangover. You know I couldn’t deal with that,” Ashley said.

“Yeah. Because of your brother, but he’s sober now, isn’t he?” Jill asked.

“I think so.” Her mind wandered to her brothers, whom she missed.

“Ashley? Are you there?” Jill asked.

“Sorry. I was remembering. I better let you go. I do need to talk to you about my brothers and that class, but your lunchtime is probably up by now. Thanks for listening.”

“What are you going to do?”

Ashley laughed. “What do you think? I’m going to stay in the class, and we’ll see what happens with everything. Jason will be my incentive since my class with him is right after the sibling class. We’ll talk more when you get home this evening and have time.”

“Good for you. I’ve heard Paul has a new girlfriend. Hannah works in fundraising at the hospital. She’s probably a softening influence. It’ll all work out. See you after work.”

Hopefully Jill was right about Paul’s attitude change, and time had softened his demeanor. Ashley hung up and looked around the room. Life was going to be interesting in the next few months.

Her brother, Alex, would be getting out of prison soon. The past would be raked up, and her sister-in-law could use support. Ashley always liked Courtney, but Courtney told her the best thing to do was stay away from them and not be tainted by Alex’s actions.

Ashley shouldn’t have listened to their advice, even if Courtney and Alex wanted her to stay far away. Because of it, she’d missed spending time with both of them since Alex went to prison for embezzlement. She regretted the missed time, as she could never get it back. She had to remind herself she was two years older now and knew more about life in general than she had back then.
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Jason got home in time for lunch. He walked into the kitchen and looked over his mother’s shoulder as she stood holding a spoon over a pot. Chicken and dumplings. His favorite. He gave her a quick hug. “Looks good, Mom.”

She patted his arm with her free hand. “Thanks.”

“I’m going to change out of these school duds and into my farm clothes. Then I can help you with anything you need.” He headed upstairs to his room, whistling tunelessly. He thought of Ashley. She was cute with her short curly dark hair. He’d been surprised when she woke him in class. 

He’d never fallen asleep in class before, but they pushed hard on the farm to get harvest done, and he hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep lately. It wouldn’t happen again because he realized thinking of Ashley gave him energy. Sitting next to her would be the jolt he needed to keep awake during class.

He bounded down the stairs and into the kitchen. “What can I do?” he asked his mom.

She put a potholder in the center of the table, which was already set with dishes and silverware. “You can set the pot from the stove right here. I’ll get the salad and dressing out of the fridge.”

His sister, Madison, joined them in the kitchen. She carried Chloe, Jason’s niece, who sucked on a pacifier. After he set the pan on the potholder on the table, he gently rubbed the side of Chloe’s cheek. He saw the smile behind the pacifier. She lifted her arms to him, and he took her from Madison.

“Thanks,” Madison said. “She’s only a few months old, but it feels like she’s gained a ton since her birth. I already fed her, so here.” She handed Jason a towel for his shoulder. “She’s been spitting up when she burps, so good luck.”

He smiled at Chloe. “You wouldn’t spit up all over your uncle, would you?”

He sat down at the table and shifted Chloe to one arm. His mom and Madison joined him. They said the blessing and started passing food back and forth. “Dad out in the field yet?” he asked.

“Yes. When you’re done eating, he said he’d come in and eat.”

“Sounds good. I appreciate he’s letting me take this class. I have to take one class on campus every semester. I wish it wasn’t right in the middle of the morning. At least the online classes are on my own time.”

His mother waved her hand as if it were a magic wand. “You’ve put in so many hours helping here on the farm. Long past the time we expected to have help, so don’t worry about it. You deserve to get your degree and move on with your life.”

Jason didn’t know why, but it made him feel guilty. When he finished his degree, he’d be leaving the farm instead of taking it over and letting his father retire. Maybe not right away, but eventually, depending on job possibilities. His parents supported whatever path he chose. Until now, he hadn’t known what he wanted to do. Right now, they were all concentrating on Madison and little Chloe. He would do his part on the farm, plus help their neighbor Frank as much as possible. Then maybe when he got his associate degree, he’d be able to start his own business and take some electrician classes.

“You look far away. Did something happen in class?” Madison asked him.

Of course she would notice. He smiled. “Now don’t get upset, Mom. Everything is okay. The teacher found it amusing.”

His mom’s hand, holding a forkful of chicken, paused on its way to her mouth before she continued the motion and went back to eating. “I’m sure it’s fine if you say so.”

He caught the doubt in her voice. “Don’t worry. I fell asleep before class, and my classmate poked me awake in time for the lecture. Like I said, the teacher thought her jabbing me was funny.”

Madison’s eyes lit up. “Was the girl cute?”

Jason’s face flushed, but he had a dark tan from working outside over the summer, so he hoped she didn’t notice. “She was okay.”

His sister stared at him and smiled as if she knew a secret. “Okay.”

That was all she said but he knew she’d caught on that he found Ashley attractive.

His mother wasn’t quite ready to drop the subject. “Are you sure the teacher was okay with it?”

“He’s fine. Don’t worry, Mom. It’s not going to happen again.”

She frowned. “You’re trying to do too much. I knew it when you said you wanted to go to school. We should hire someone to help around the farm.”

He mentally kicked himself for bringing up the story. It wasn’t a disaster. “Mom, everything’s fine. Harvest will be done tomorrow, and that’s always a busy time. I won’t be falling asleep again.”

He got up and kissed the top of her head. “Don’t worry. All’s well. I need to get out to the field.”

Madison got up to take Chloe from him.

“You finish lunch.” Jason pointed Madison back to the table. “I’ll lay her down on her blanket on the floor. She’ll be fine for a few more minutes. I’ll keep checking on her until I leave.”

He spread Chloe’s blanket and a few toys on the living room floor and laid a contented Chloe in the middle of it. 

He started gathering what he needed to take to the field, checking on her every few minutes. She fought against sleep, and he smiled. Her lids would fall, and she forced them open. 

He was ready after pulling out two bottles of water and a cola from the fridge. “She’s all yours. She looks like she’ll be asleep in a few minutes.”

Madison scooped up the last of the food on her plate. “I should change her quickly then and let her sleep.” She took her dishes to the sink. “I’ll do dishes, Mom. Let me get Chloe settled first.”

“Thanks, dear.”

“See you later, Jason,” Madison called from where she sat on the floor changing the baby.

He waved on his way out.
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Ashley spent the rest of the day interning at the mental health unit at St. Gertrude’s Medical Center, so she had no time for thoughts of Jason or her brothers intruding at odd moments. During her first week at work, she concentrated on learning the rules and regulations of the hospital. 

By the end of the day, she slouched on the couch after eating dinner. Her roommate, Jill, hadn’t come home yet from her nursing job, so Ashley enjoyed the peace of having the place to herself. She liked these free moments in the evening. She got to relax for a short time before she started studying.

She searched the internet for the books she needed on sibling relationships and for her speech class on Friday and ordered them in both digital and paperback formats. She ordered the extra books too but just in digital format. 

Thank goodness the Special Topics class only met for an hour on Monday and Friday. Oral Communications met Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. That might give her a chance to talk to Jason on Wednesday.

She looked at the first type of speech she needed to give. Informative. They had to give two informative speeches and two persuasive speeches total. There were also other types of speeches, although they didn’t have to do anything vocal for them, just study them for exams.

Jill arrived home just as Ashley was going to open the digital book on speeches. She was happy to be interrupted.

“What are you reading?” Jill asked as she stepped out of her slip-on shoes. She left them in the entryway and padded into the kitchen.

The open floor plan gave Ashley a good look at Jill’s frowning face as she pulled a spoon out of the drawer.

“I was just opening a book about speeches. Did something bad happen at work?” Ashley asked her.

“Just tired.” Jill reached into the fridge and pulled out a yogurt. She closed the door. “It was a long shift. Short of other nurses to help, as usual. I wish we had a full staff.”

“Do you want to sit and watch a movie or something?” 

“I want to talk more about your classes and Jason.” Jill took a seat on the recliner and lifted the footrest.

Ashley sprawled out on the couch across from her and set her tablet on the floor by the couch. “If it’ll take your mind off work, I’m happy to discuss classes. I’m so conflicted about this semester. I can’t believe I’m going to graduate in December with my bachelor’s degree in psychology. I wanted to be a psychologist, but now I don’t know. Maybe that’s not what I want to do.”

Jill stopped spooning up yogurt and stared at Ashley. “You what? After four years of studying, you’re changing your mind? Didn’t you have any idea before now that you were on the wrong track?”

Ashley sat up. “You believe I’m on the wrong track?”

“No. I was repeating what you said.” She started eating again.

"I’ve still got a lot of school to go, and clinicals, and certification exams. And on and on. It suddenly doesn’t feel like the right thing anymore.” Ashley didn’t know how to explain the uncertainty that she’d been feeling since summer. She knew she was going to at least get her bachelor’s degree. After that—she didn’t know.

“Are you just feeling overwhelmed? If you were done in December and could practice as a psychologist, would you feel the same way? Is it all the work needed yet?” Jill asked.

“No. I don’t know why, but I’ve changed and don’t think it’s for me.” She’d been lost for an answer for a while now.

“You must have gone into the program for some reason. Why did you want to become a psychologist in the first place?”

“I wanted to help people with dyslexia. I had a friend who got help with some of the newer treatments and ways of reading with dyslexia, and she was so excited. I guess I wanted to help people like her have a better life. I didn’t want to specialize.”

“Speech therapists and teachers can help once there’s a diagnosis. Do either of those sound like something you want to do?” Jill asked.

“No.” 

They sat there silently for a while.

Jill finished her yogurt and set the container on the coffee table between them. “What does this Jason look like?”

Ashley smiled at her. “I wondered how long it would take you to get to that subject.”

“Well, the future discussion isn’t moving along, so I thought I’d see about this guy.”

“He’s got dark hair and brown eyes. He has a wonderful smile.” She felt her own smile growing. “His name is all I know because we didn’t have time to get better acquainted before I had to meet with my advisor.”

“And you’re going to see him in class for the whole semester. He might be a good resource to help you get over your fear of speaking.”

Ashley blushed and cringed. She hadn’t even considered that. “I can’t give a speech in front of him. Oh, no. What am I going to do? I can’t quit the class. It’s required to graduate.”

Jill laughed gently. “If he likes you, you can practice speeches together. It will help to have a friend in the classroom when you give the speech,” she encouraged.

“I’d rather make a fool of myself in front of a bunch of strangers.”

“Me too. People I won’t ever see again. Anyway, what about your other class that discusses sibling relationships? Are you staying in that class?”

“Yes. I signed up because I want to figure out how to mend fences with my brothers. It’s been two years since I talked to either one of them. We need to reunite. Now that Paul is alone since his wife and child died, he would probably like to get together again, even if he is dating. I’m hoping he wants to get together again. And Alex gets out of prison the first of December.” 

She didn’t like the estrangement. The situation with both of them felt so complicated. Jason was interesting, and if she wanted a relationship with any guy, she needed to address her abandonment issues brought on by interactions she’d had with her parents and siblings. It had been a long time since she found a guy attractive. 

“I want to drop the sibling class, but I’m hoping there will be information I learn to help my relationships with Paul and Alex.”

Jill was quiet for a minute, and then she said softly, “You deliberately signed up because of the subject matter. That’s a sign that you’re on the right track, and it’s time, Ashley. Maybe God wants you to try and mend your relationships with them.”
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