
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Stolen Wish

        

        
        
          Lee Clukey

        

        
          Published by Lee Clukey, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE STOLEN WISH

    

    
      First edition. December 24, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Lee Clukey.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224852185

    

    
    
      Written by Lee Clukey.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Lee Clukey

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          The Stolen Wish

          
        
          
	          Crisscrossed

          
        
          
	          Infinity-1

          
        
          
	          The  Score

          
        
      

      
    
    



[image: ]





The Stolen Wish

Published by Lee Clukey at Smashwords

Copyright 2025 by Lee Clukey

––––––––

[image: ]


License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. 

Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

––––––––

[image: ]


Author’s Note

I was watching the shopkeeper in a magic tricks store demonstrate a disappearing coin trick.  He started with two coins and after some hocus-pocus one coin disappeared.  His sleight of hand was exceptional, because I could not see any possibility of his pocketing one of the coins.  

Okay, was it magic? Of course not. I know there is no such thing as magic. Coins do not disappear.  It’s against the laws of physics.  Yet, it had to go someplace.  His act got even more magical when he made a hundred dollars disappear from my wallet.  That was the cost for purchasing the trick to learn the secret. 

As it turns out, it was well worth the hundred dollars.  I have enjoyed mystifying my friends and family and no one has ever figured out how it works, it is such a well-engineered magic trick. After I make one of the coins disappear, the trick is so good I can hand anyone the coin to examine to see that the two coins are not somehow stuck together.  With no indication of such, the answer has to be that one coin just magically disappeared.  

I use the word magic.  It’s the word often used to explain the unexplainable.  Like the coin trick, the events in The Stolen Wish may appear magical, but if you do not believe in magic then you have to say the events were purely happenstance.  But what happens when there is too much happenstance going on? Will you then suspect the events were driven by magical powers?  

​​
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Chapter 1
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She Does It

––––––––
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“What do I do now?” Robin Baker asks herself for the umpteenth time.  The first time she asked this question was just after receiving a call from the care facility manager where her mom lives.  Her mom has Alzheimer’s.  The caller asked what Robin was going to do about her mom’s rent since her father had died.  It was a horribly shocking way to learn of her father’s death.  She had no clue he was even ill when she last talked with him, just a week ago.  

Robin is a senior at Northwestern in Chicago, a straight A student, and with all her education she has no idea what one does in a situation like this.  Nothing in her education prepared her for this. 

When she gets home, she goes through her dad’s desk to try and ascertain the state of his affairs.  What she finds is not good.  Her dad is broke and the house is headed for foreclosure.  Going over his checking account, his only income has been two Social Security checks each month.  He has been drawing down on his life savings to provide the rest of his monthly needs.  Mom’s care is a big drain.  There is only a few thousand left in his savings account.  

She puts the house up for sale and thankfully it sells quickly.  On the down side, what is left after the mortgage and a lot of other bills are paid off, is not much.  She has enough for a cheap studio apartment: the required first and last month’s rent and the security deposit.  

She applies for jobs, but without a college degree and no work experience she can only get interviews for minimal wage paying jobs.  Being close to getting your degree did not seem to count for much.  However, it doesn’t really matter.  These jobs are dead ends. There is no way they can ever cover her needs.  

While she attended college on a scholarship, which covered the major part of her education expenses, she had started a freelance writing service to earn spending money.  She could earn more doing freelancing than working in the school store or other similar campus jobs.  Her only option, now it seems, is to frantically work to expand her freelance writing business. ‘What do I do now?’ is work hard.  She is putting in ten and twelve-hour days, seven days a week. 

—-
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Robin is sitting at the Goodwill store computer desk she brought from home that she had purchased when she was in high school. It’s shaky, but still serviceable; just like her life at the moment, she jokes.  She lets out a soft sigh as she scans her to-do list for the day.  She picks up her cell phone and dials the first client on her list; Bill Kimble; new client – check status of biography project outline.  

“Good morning, Mr. Kimble?”

“Yes.”

“This is Robin Baker.  How are you today?” she says in a chipper voice exuding a smile in every word.

“Well, thank you, Robin.  Well. And, please call me Bill” He speaks slowly.  His voice sounds tired.  He is in his eighties. 

“All right, Bill, I’ve read the outline of your project you emailed to me.  I think we can work on it together.”

There is a pause. “And the amount we discussed?” Bill asks with some trepidation.  “Can we stay within my budget?”  Thus far, no other writers were willing to take on his project with his limited budget, Robin learned in a prior call.  While he is excited to find someone who is willing to take on his project, he admitted to Robin, that at the same time he wonders if she is qualified when no one else will do it for what he can afford to pay.  She told him she would be happy to charge him more if this would give him more confidence in her qualifications.  Of course, that was out of the question.  When she explained to him that she was starting up a new business and needed clients he sounded a bit more comfortable.  

“First, how far have you gotten developing your detailed story outline?” she asks. This is going to be a low budget job, as most of her jobs are, so she cannot let it become a time consuming project.  People have pie-in-the-sky dreams of writing their biography or a great story idea they have been thinking about for years, but no talent to write it and no money to hire someone to write it for them.  Business owners have grandiose ideas of how the internet can build their businesses, but at the same time they all forget to put money in their budget to pay someone to make it happen. 

“I think it’s done, but I’ll probably come up with more things as you start writing my story,” answers Bill.  

“You realize any additions will take time to filter them into your story.”

“Is that much of a problem?”

“It’s not so much that it’s a problem, but it will take time to rewrite sections and this will increase the cost of your book project.  I know you’re concerned with the cost.”

“Oh.” His utterance exudes all the disappointment of a child who has been told his parents cannot afford his dream Christmas gift.

“You might want to consider the tradeoff of waiting until you have your notes completed before starting, versus the cost of rewriting sections of the book each time you think of something new you’d like to add.” 

“Yes, yes... makes sense.  I understand, but you know at my age I’ll keep remembering things I forgot to put into the outline, probably until the day I die.  Let me think about it.  I’m not getting any younger, you know, and I’d like to get this book finished to leave for my family.  I have a lot to tell them about my life.”

“Yes, I understand, Bill.” Yes, she understands, but it doesn’t alter the fact she has to make enough money on the job.  If the client doesn’t have the wherewithal, well... there’s no sense going there, she considers.

—-
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Next up is the princess.  Robin groans. She wonders what the woman looks like. Grace makes herself sound like God’s gift to humanity... well, the male humanity, anyway.  Grace Corban is not one of her favorite clients.  

The phone is picked up. Robin takes a deep breath.  “Hi, Grace? This is Robin Baker.” 

“Hi, Robin.” Her voice eludes a tone of Boston gentry.  She is talking to an underling, after all.

“Have you had time to review the draft I sent you?  I haven’t heard back from you, so, I didn’t want to continue until I got your feedback on what I’ve already completed.”  At least Grace has the money for her project.  Point in her favor.  

“Robin, I love it.  You’re such a great writer.  However...” The word is drawn out, long and slow, with a foreboding of bad things to come. The long pause that follows causes Robin to swallow in anticipation of what is coming next. 

“Well... I... don’t feel you captured the flavor of my chapter about the boxer.”

Uh-oh, here we go again.  “Can you give me something specific to work on?”

“Well, you know the story about my meeting the boxer? You didn’t make it funny.  It is a very funny story.”

“Just a second... I’m pulling up your story.” Robin frantically flips through pages on her computer screen.  “Okay, you met a boxer, Johnny Robinson, at the gym where he works out.  He called you princess and asked you if you wanted to go a couple of rounds with him. You felt there was an innuendo that you interpreted he meant going to bed with him.  You said, ‘Princesses have knights, meaning k-n-i-g-h-t-s type knights, to do their fighting.’  He said, ‘That would be good with him.’  Is this what we’re talking about?” Robin really couldn’t see the humor in this incident.  Nevertheless, it is her job to create all the humor in the world to make the dull sound funny if this is what the client wants.

“Yes, don’t you see the humor in this?”  Grace’s voice rises an octave, surprised that the obvious is evidently not obvious to her writer.  “Here’s a boxer asking me to go around with him, like a r-o-u-n-d, not a round.  Meaning in bed, I’m sure.  And I was quick witted and told him, ‘I have knights...’ but meaning, you know, like, k-n-i-g-h-t, knights.  She chuckles.  But it also sounded like I was saying, ‘I have nights to do my work’, n-i-g-h-t, like nighttime, you know, like at night.”

“Oh yes, that is funny.  I’m sure I can get that across, better.”  Make it funny Robin, she tells herself rolling her eyes. “I’ll rewrite this and get it back to you.  Anything else?”  Nothing else comes up and they conclude their conversation.

Robin puts her arms on the desk and lowers her head onto them.  It wasn’t funny.  It wasn’t funny.  Make it funny!  She raises her head.  Shaking it, she lets out a frustrated growl.  

—-
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Mr. Cunningham is next on her list.  His is not a fun job; writing instructions for a user’s manual for some kind of gizmo he manufacturers.  His secretary puts her call through.  

“Hello, Robin.”

“Good morning, Mr. Cunningham.  And how are you today.” At this point the cheerfulness in her voice is getting thin.

“Fine, Robin.  Just fine.  What’s up?”

“I never got the instrument panel and notes to get started writing your user’s manual.  Could you check to see if it was sent?”

“I’m sure my secretary sent it out last week.”

“That’s what I understood, but if she did it never got here.”

“Give me a second to check.” 

Robin waits on hold, thumbing through some notes on another writing project.  

“Robin, it was sent out on Wed. We shipped it to 313 Davenport Street.”

“Mr. Cunningham, my address is 313 Overport Street.  I suspect you will be getting it back.”

“Sorry about that.  We’ll get out another package, today.  We don’t have to wait for the other one to come back.”

“Thank you, I’ll be watching for it.”

—-
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After several more tedious hours of typing and searching for new work on internet freelance websites, Robin pushes back from her desk and sighs.  “That’s that!”  She feels satisfied with the work she has completed and thankful to have landed two new clients.  She stretches her arms above her head and lets out a sound emanating from deep inside her chest.  “Never thought you’d do it, Robin.  Heck, never thought you could do it,” she compliments herself.  Business has been picking up nicely.  But even with this moment of thankfulness, she knows she still has a long way to go before she has enough income to meet even her minimal budget needs. 

Fighting as hard as she can to beat the doldrums, she feels herself losing the battle and slipping into despair.  What happened to my dreams?  What were they once upon a time?  She dreamed of writing travel stories for magazines.  She dreamed of writing adventurous romance novels.  She saw herself traveling to distant places where she could meet interesting people and absorb the local color, living a bohemian carefree life, which she would use to enhance her novels.  Maybe she would make the New York Times Best Sellers list.  

Competing for freelance writing jobs on internet websites has become her world. She tells herself that while life isn’t great, she can still feel greatly elated; she is building self-confidence.  She is being tested and she is winning; she is a winner.  It takes overcoming these hurdles in life to realize you can rise above them and come out on top, before you truly learn to have confidence in yourself, she silently placates; giving herself a pep talk to drive away the feelings of gloom.  

The fight is becoming an emotional rollercoaster ride and she knows she needs to take an escape break; anywhere away from her cheap-rent studio apartment.  It is run down and depressing; four walls and a closet sized bathroom.  She considers, she could put a coat of some cheerful color paint on the walls, but she hopes not to have to remain in this apartment any longer then she absolutely has to. And buying even a cheap can of paint would mean missing a meal.

She well understood what it was to be a starving student while in college, but the simple life could be enjoyed when you had starving friends to enjoy those simple things with you.  During her three and a half years in college she had built a family of friends.  They were all very supportive of each other; through the thick and the mostly thin times.  It was survivable because she knew it was temporary.  She was focused on graduating and starting her career.  

Truth is, she had never really given much thought to life after college.  She hadn’t formed a post-graduation plan.  Subconsciously she might have been thinking that if she couldn’t find a job right away, she could always move home till she could afford to live on her own.  Is this apartment and a near starvation diet her real world?  Living in an apartment furnished with a bed and few furnishings from the home she sold?  Is this what it is for graduate students?  Maybe they need ‘A life in the real-world’ course in college to help students get prepared.

Living a meager lifestyle was just something she knew she would be doing in college.  It was temporary while she got her education for her career.  If she could polish her crystal ball and see the number of days for this post-college period, it would be more bearable.  Living in this dreary apartment without having a goal to target – some goal to work towards - made it difficult to keep an upbeat frame of mind.  Not having any control of her life was frustrating and even terrifying; attacking her resolve, and depleting her energy.  This situation could hopefully only be months, but it could also be years.  

To put a proper spin on her circumstances she has defined a compromise objective for this interim stage in her life.  If this is my means for finding my niche in the world, I’m going to make sure my search is at least going to be an adventure, she tells herself with firm determination.  She might never find what it is she is looking for, but she is resolute she is going to have one hellraising time looking for it... once she has some money.  

She looks out the window.  It’s a sunny Southern California day.  She gets up and heads out. “Knights, nights!” she mumbles in mock disgust.  She decides to enjoy a walk in the park. It’s about all she can afford at the moment.  Somethings in life can be had for free and this is one freebee she really enjoys.  From the meandering path along the hillside leading to a park she can see the ocean.  The Santa Barbara coast is beautiful; the palm trees swaying in the breeze and the white sand beaches. The water rhythmically strokes the beach; bright blue on a sunny day, which is almost always, here.  She tries to feel grateful; this is far better than living in wind swept, freezing cold Chicago.  But it’s lonely not having had the time or opportunity to make any friends.  

Robin stops to sit on a bench dedicated ‘In loving memory of Samuel Beeding.’  Thank you, Sam, she reflects.  Nice place for your family to place a bench for me to enjoy the view.  After a half hour of sitting on the bench thinking about nothing at all, she’s feeling relaxed and ready to move along.  

Passerby’s offer a stranger’s greeting.  She smiles back wondering if anyone cares.  She doesn’t.  Say hello and smile are just the things you do. Don’t want people thinking I’m stuck-up, she worries. She laughs at the duplicity of this thought.  

She comes to a fountain in the park. She sits on the rim and watches children playing in the play park.  The glint of sunlight off a coin on the ground by her foot catches her eye.  She reaches down, picks it up.  It’s a foreign coin.  She decides to make a wish with it; about the most she will get for it.  

She shuts her eyes, concentrates on her wish, and with her back to the fountain she tosses it right hand over left shoulder into the fountain pool.  That’s the rule for tossing a wishing coin into a fountain, so Google says.  She turns and sees it resting bright and shiny at the bottom of the fountain pool.  It lands head side up. This is a good sign.  A wishing coin landing head side up means an angle will be assigned to making sure her wish come true.  She wonders about coins landing tale side up. Did this mean the wish has no chance of coming true?  

“Okay, back to the dungeon,” Robin prods herself.  She wonders how long it would have taken to get her life where she anticipated it would be with a college education behind her.  She had come so close to completing her degree. Will she ever find a way to get back to school and then find that high paying job college degrees guarantee?  

—-
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Back in her apartment her phone rings. 

“Hello, this is Robin Baker...”
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Chapter 2
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He Does It

––––––––
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John Christian is thinking about life after college.  This is his last semester before graduating from the University of California in Santa Barbara, California.  He is fanaticizing he could become a 007 in the photographic business; expensive equipment and a team of helpers, covered by a big expense account, working for a major agency.  No more crappy jobs he has been doing to work his way through college.  

He can picture himself dressed in a tuxedo at night, beautiful models hanging on his arms as they enter casinos and fine restaurants in exotic cities.  Hey if you are going to dream it doesn’t cost any more to dream grandiose dreams. Unfortunately, breaking into his dream-world seems to be running in slow motion; very slow motion, at the moment.  He has not gotten any responses from the several employment ads he responded to.

“John! Hey John, you with me, here?” calls out Bill Ballings, owner of Balling’s Photographic Studio, Santa Barbara; his thoughts rudely interrupted. 

“Sorry, Bill, just thinking.” John answers.

“Hey man, I don’t pay you to think.”

John hates rudeness and starts to tell Bill off, but then thinks better and puts his attitude away.  Doing these odd-jobs, is putting in his time.  He is ‘paying his dues’ is the way he looks at his life, at the moment.  

“Will you get the kids to pay attention so we can get this shot out of the way.”

John scans the rows of children standing on a bleacher for their school picture.  “Third boy on the right, first row.”  All heads look to their right to see who the photographer is talking about. 

The teacher, Ms. Marshall, calls out, “That’s Mikey.”

“Mikey, you need to look this way and smile.  Not that kind of smile, Mikey.  Let’s give me a real smile, one your mom will like,” John yells to the boy.

“Girl in the white blouse... top row.”

Ms. Marshall looks for the offending child.  “That’s Jane.”

“Jane, please stop talking and look this way.  Smile. Great,” John says.

“Okay, got this one,” Bill calls out.  “Let’s set up for the next class, Ms. Marshall.”

“This way children. Back to the playground.” Ms. Marshall calls out to them.  They let out a cheerful yell, glad to be done with the photo session.  

At the end of the class annual photo shoot Bill and John start wrapping up their equipment.  “You going to have time to do the touchups?” Bill asks.  

“I’m free Monday all day. Will that work?”

“Yeah, I don’t want to let this job drag out.  The sooner we get the shots back to the school the sooner we start making some money.”

—-
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Photography is not a big money-making profession for the many who work at it, John has long ago acknowledged, unless you can get into the top ranks of a major agency.  Unfortunately, to get there you must first make a name for yourself.  That good old Catch 22.  Most photographers make their bread-and-butter shooting school class photos, soccer teams, and such.  Unfortunately, many soon find they cannot make a real living with these kinds of jobs, pack up their dream and go to work at something that pays the bills.  

It does not help that the mommy-photographers are taking over the trade.  The thought is anyone with a camera can take a picture of a soccer team or a bunch of school children standing on bleachers.  They do the work for the right price; free. They send their shots to Costco; eight by tens for a buck-seventy-nine is a hard act to follow for a professional trying to run a business and earn a living.  

There is decent money in shooting weddings, once again, once you establish yourself.  The bride wants to make sure her one-chance-in-her-lifetime moment is captured and only the best photographers can be trusted with this important task.  Portrait photography is also a sacred domain of the experts.  John did not consider either particularly exciting work, but he would be willing to make his living doing weddings and portraiture work as this at least offers some latitude for being creative.  

Of course, the key to becoming a successful studio photographer is marketing. If potential clients do not know about you, they will not be inclined to hire you.  Studio photographers spend most of their time working on their website, blogs, and whatever it takes to get their name out there.  It can take years before a business kicks into high gear... well, a higher gear, anyhow.  John figures if he wanted to be a businessman, he would have gone for a college degree in business.  So, owning a studio is a career direction he is hoping to avoid.  

And then there is Mangelsen’s gallery in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, where John first came across this photographer’s work.  John always enjoys visiting this gallery when he gets a chance to go there.  Mangelsen is getting thousands for photos from his travels around the world; John’s dream.  

On the other hand, John has seen work equally as good on Viewbug.com, a website for amateur and professional photographers to post their work.  Thousands of great works of art can be had for just a few dollars and the photographers are happy to get it.  He laughs.  “But, who wants to hang a twenty-five dollar photograph on their wall?”  So, once again, it’s all about marketing and having the money to open a gallery and the time to wait out the building of success.  He sighs a chuckle of despair. 

Bill turns to see John looking at him, “What’s so funny?” Bill asks.

“Uhhh... Just thinking about the boy in the white shirt,” John says to cover his outburst.

Bill smiles in agreement.

—-
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The job with Bill is done and John decides to take a walk to discharge the stress of working with him.  He likes going to a park in town where he can capture candid shots of children playing or concentrating on some object.  There is something special about a shot of a child doing his thing in their secret world.  These shots have been his best sellers in the local galleries.

It feels good seeing his photos on display and they make a few bucks.  Actually, the gallery sales have been enough to cover much of his college expenses.  He is grateful he will not have to start his life after college with a student loan hanging over his head.  

His folks offered to help with his college expenses, but they were not all that thrilled with him pursuing photography for a career. They saw it as a great hobby. They were always impressed with his work, but asked why he needed to have a college degree to take pictures?  ‘Get a real degree,’ his dad harped.  ‘If by chance you can make some money with your photographs, great, but have something real lined up to fall back on.’ 

‘So, what is a real job, dad?’ John had asked his dad, each time this argument came up. ‘You have a business degree and you go to a job you do not enjoy.  Is this life, dad?’ Dad’s answer, ‘Work is not about what you enjoy doing to earn a living. It’s about making a living.  It’s about being able to pay your bills. Provide a roof over your family’s heads.’  

Is this what life is all about; paying your bills?  Shouldn’t life be about doing something you really enjoy?  John feels strongly about this, but has to admit he knows few people who are happy with their photography professions, either.  He might have to come to this realization someday, but he is going to at least be able to say he gave it his best shot before he succumbs to his dad’s reality.  

He parks his car, takes his camera from its bag in the back seat and starts strolling about the park.  He sees some children playing in the playground, but does not see that special moment he likes to capture, yet.  He moves on.  A group of children are playing in the play park near the park fountain.  He sits on the fountain rim and sets up his camera viewer so he can place the camera on his lap and surreptitiously shoot the children.  It’s never a safe idea to be seen taking pictures of children; someone else’s children.  He does not want to take a chance getting attacked because someone suspects he is a child molester on the prowl.  

The law says anyone in a public place can be photographed unless they are in a situation where they would not expect to be photographed.  In any case, John tries to capture the children with their faces pointed away from the camera or he makes alterations with Photoshop to conceal their identity.  This way the children in his photographs can be anyone’s children, which make for good wall hangings.

While sitting on the fountain waiting for the right shot to materialize a glint of light catches the corner of his eye.  He turns.  It is coming from the bottom of the fountain.  He looks into the fountain and sees a shiny coin.  It seems to radiate a bright glow with the sun striking it.  He has never been inclined to pick up coins from a fountain, but for some reason this one seems special and he wants it for a good luck piece.  He picks the coin out of the fountain and places it in his pocket.  Then, back to that next special shot.  Even if he only manages to get one great shot for the day it will make his pursuit feel worthwhile.​
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Chapter 3
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Getting to Do It Together

––––––––
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When Robin arrives at the Santa Barbara airport and checks in, she learns her flight has been cancelled.  She emails Jeffery Chandler, the novelist for whom she is going to start working, to let him know she will not be arriving in Chicago until tomorrow.  What she will do next she has no idea.  This setback is an inconvenience, but not traumatic by any means; she tries to convince herself, but she is having a difficult time accepting her bravado.  

She has gotten her big break; this is the important thing to stay focused on.  The internationally famous New York Times Bestselling mystery writer found her work while browsing something or other on the internet and offered her the job of a lifetime; ghostwriting his next novel. He said he likes the style of humor she incorporates into her writing.  It closely matches his style; well, at least what it once was.  He has worked with other writers, but none have been able to emulate his style.  She was his latest hopeful candidate.  She has a contract for six months at ten thousand a month.  She feels giddy with the idea she can command this much money for a writing assignment.  

The job opportunity is great, but even better, she will be back with her friends in Chicago.  She really misses them. She has met a few people in Santa Barbara, but it is not the same as being with the people she had grown to know while at college.  They had something in common.  

Robin spent the past week completing the freelance writing contracts she had taken on.  She vacated her apartment, donated her furniture, and sold her dad’s old klunker, as it probably would not have made the trip to Chicago.  She scraped together every penny she could and paid her mom’s monthly rent at her care facility and put what was left toward paying the minimum monthly amount on her credit card, unfortunately still leaving her card balance near peaked out.  

She will be staying at the writer’s home and will have virtually no living expenses for the next six months.  He said he has a great chef on his staff and she is welcome to eat there.  She will be able to bank just about everything she earns, less paying her mom’s rent... and taxes. Hopefully she will be able to reenroll in Northwestern and finish her degree with the money she will earn after she completes the writing assignment.

All well and good, but leaving her with the immediate problem of finding a place to stay tonight.  She has some pocket money to buy food and incidentals during the trip, but it is hardly enough for even one night in a motel in Santa Barbara.  She cannot stay at the airport; is the only thing she knows for sure.  

While sequestered in her quandary of thoughts her cell phone chimes indicating she has received a text message:  


Ms. Baker, my name is Barbara Chandler, Jeffery Chandler’s daughter.  I read your email about arriving tomorrow.  I don’t know what arrangement my dad had with you, but I’m writing to inform you he had a stroke and will not require your services, at this time.  I hope this does not impose any hardship, but there is nothing I can do.  



“Shit!” Robin yells at the top of her lungs.  “Shit, shit, shit!”  Now what the hell am I going to do?  I have no money and no apartment.  If I’d kept dad’s car, I could have slept in it. She has exactly nothing.  She has closed her freelance writing business in preparation for taking on the ghostwriting assignment and now what? It will take forever to rebuild the business, again; damn.  She is furious.  

She mutters, “Shit... shit... shit,” slowly and pathetically.  But as the reality of her circumstances starts to settle in, her fury is succumbing to fear.  The terror of being stranded is becoming overwhelming.  Anxiety causes her stomach to churn.  Her head starts to spin and she feels she is about to collapse to the floor. She drags her luggage to a row of seats and falls into one of them.  She is feeling cold.  Her body is starting to shiver.  Her mind has gone blank.  She begins to cry, quietly.  The tears leak from her eyes, slipping slowly down her cheeks.  

—-
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Just as John arrives at the airport, he receives a call from Charlie Kruger.  He is here to pick up Charlie. Part of the deal John has with Mr. Kruger, for living in the caretaker’s cottage on his estate, is to be on call to drive to the airport to pick him up the few times a year he comes to Santa Barbara.  This has been a great deal for him.  He has lived well, only having to struggle with college tuition and expenses.  

“Hi John.”

“Hi Charlie, what’s up?  I’m here at the airport to pick you up.”

“I should have called you sooner, but it’s been hectic here.  I got out of my meeting late.  I’m on my plane and on my way, but I’ll be a couple of hours late.  The pilot said we have a good tail wind, so we may be able to make up some of that time,” Charlie explains.

“That’s fine.  I’ll see you when you get here.”  They end their conversation.

John could go home and come back, but decides it is easier to wait at the airport and just relax.  He also does not want to miss the flight should Charlie arrive earlier than anticipated.  He looks around for a magazine or newspaper.  Not finding any, he settles into a seat facing a window looking out onto the tarmac.  He rests his head against the wall behind him and goes into what he calls his hibernation-wait-mode.  

Sitting looking at nothing in particular, his eyes happen upon a woman sitting across the aisle from him.  She looks to be in her early twenties.  She has beautiful golden blond hair which curls seductively about her face, a healthy slender body and nice features.  She is dressed stylishly, not the typical funky outfits so many of the students ware in the Santa Barbara colleges.  Sitting with her luggage stacked about her, the scene would make a great travel advertisement photograph.  He is sorry he did not bring his camera.  He takes the shot with his cell phone.  He can improve it with Photoshop.

She is probably a successful professional or the daughter of one. Most of the people flying out of Santa Barbara tend to be affluent.  The rest of the people take the shuttle bus to LAX; the major airport in Los Angles a couple of hours drive from Santa Barbara, depending on the traffic crawl.  

He had not noticed it at first, from across the aisle he cannot tell for sure, but it looks like the woman might be crying.  She is sitting motionless, staring in his direction, but not looking at him.  She does not even seem to act as though she knows he has been looking at her.  Her eyes never move and she barely blinks.  He watches and wonders what can be making her so sad.  He speculates she has just had a breakup with her lover.  Possibly someone has forgotten to pick her up.  Nah, no one cries because they have to wait to be picked up.  Maybe she is having some kind of seizure. This spooks him. 

People walk by between them, seemingly oblivious to the woman’s tears.  A few men shoot a glance at her; she is pretty.  He begins to feel concern for her.  I should do something to see if I can help her.  He knows he should, but feels too inhibited to take the initiative to walk over to her.  What if I go over there and she gets upset thinking I’m making advances? It would be embarrassing.  He churns thoughts of what he might do.  More people pass between them. Time is slipping away.

He begins to fear if he does not do something soon, he will lose his chance to see if he can be of help. He stands and walks across the aisle.  Looking down at her, he notices her hands clenched tightly in her lap. Her knuckles are white she is so tense. “Hi, is something wrong?” John asks the woman.  She does not respond, seemingly oblivious to his presence.  Is she comatose?  Maybe I should call 911.  

Again, he asks if he can help her and still, she ignores him.  He gets down on one knee and looks up into the woman’s eyes. They are a remarkably crystalline blue.  She has large eyes, the bottom lids cupping tears before they leak over the rim and slide down her cheeks. He waves his hand slowly from side to side to gain her attention.  

Robin notices motion.  She sees a face glaring at her.  She is suddenly startled.  She looks at the man kneeling before her and becomes fearful. Why is he glaring at me?  “What do you want?” she snaps at the stranger. What does he want from me?  All I need, now, is to have to fend off some jerk trying to pick me up. She can feel the muscles in her jaw tensing.  Her mouth forms an angry grimace.  Her heartbeat increases and she is ready to strike out if need be.

“I was sitting across the aisle,” John points in the direction of his seat, “and couldn’t help but notice you sitting over here alone and crying.”

“Can’t a woman cry without you bothering her,” she hurls out angrily.  

“You can do anything you-,” John starts to retort then catches himself.  “Look... I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to intrude.”  He stands and walks back to his seat.  As he approaches his seat he feels, no he knows, he has to help this woman or he will think about her for the rest of his life, wondering what he might have done to help her.  He senses she is feeling destitute and alone.  He turns, walks back and sits a seat away from her.  He leans toward her and says, “Look, I know it’s none of my business.”

She sees the man coming back and she readies herself. “You’re right.  It is none of your business,” Robin snaps, interrupting John.

“Oh.” John tries to recoup and continues, “Look, I know if I don’t try and help you, I will wonder for the rest of my life what I might have done to help you.  I can’t tell you why, but that’s the way I feel.”  

Robin hears the words and softens.  This stranger seems truly concerned for me.  She feels an urgent need to tell someone she is hurting.  “I’m sorry,” she says with a slow side to side turn of her head.  “I didn’t mean to snap.  It’s just... Hey, I’ve had a really shitty day,” she concludes.

With a nod of acknowledgement, John says, “Yeah, I can sense that.”  His face reflects the sadness he is feeling for this woman; he hurts for her.  “I have to wait for someone for a couple of hours. Why don’t we go over to the coffee shop and grab a cup of coffee? You can tell me what’s going on and maybe I can find a way to help you.  Are you hungry?”

Feeling overbearing despair, with a sigh, Robin finally says, “Well, maybe you’re not Jack the Ripper.” Robin says this more to convince herself this stranger might be safe.  I’m in an airport.  What can happen? she reassures herself. 

“I may have been called worse,” John says with a soft snicker, “but I’m not into murder and mayhem.  I really hate blood.” He cringes his face to show disgust.

This kindles an essence of a smile on Robin’s face and it is a beautiful smile.  “Look, I’m not myself.  I’m sorry,” she says, her voice exuding her fatigue.

“Shall we find you that cup of coffee?” John asks, with a nod of his head towards the coffee shop, as he stands.

“I could really use one. Thanks.”  She takes in a deep breath as if to give herself the strength to stand, but she is still having second thoughts about this stranger.

John reaches for the woman’s luggage.  “Ready?” 

Still sitting, she watches as the stranger hauls away her luggage.  Fighting between fear to go with this stranger and seeing her luggage being hauled away, she slowly rises and hurries after the stranger.  They walk to the coffee shop. John leads her to a vacant table near a window away from the other people in the coffee shop, pushes her luggage to one side and leaves to buy a cup of coffee and a pastry.  He makes himself a cup of tea for himself.  He is smiling when he returns. He places the cups and plate with the pastry on the table along with a spoon and a handful of sugar and some creamers he takes from his jacket pockets.  He takes the seat opposite the woman. 

Robin appreciates that the man is kind and she is beginning to feel safe with him. To break the ice she says, “A guy who drinks tea can’t be all bad... I guess.”  She smiles apprehensively.

John smirks, “I do drink coffee from time to time.  By the way, my name is John Christian.  You are?”

“Robin, Robin Baker.”

“Robin.  Pretty name.  Glad to meet you, Robin.” John extends his hand for a handshake.  She reaches across the table and takes his hand.  Her hand feels good in his.  He is slow to release it.  “You live here in Santa Barbara?”

“Yes, but I only moved here a short time ago.”

“From where?”

“I was living in Chicago.  I had to quite college and start working to be able to pay for my mom’s care.  Dad died and didn’t leave her any life insurance.  Her social security only covers part of her care.  What he had to live on he spent for her care and my tuition and there’s nothing left.” She suddenly stops short.  She is shocked that she is blurting out so much personal information about herself.  Gee, Robin, you don’t need to spill your guts all over the airport.  You don’t even know this guy.  She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly.  It doesn’t do much to quell her churning stomach. She looks down and reaches for her cup, raises it slowly to her lips and takes a sip. She puts it down and pinches off a small piece of the pastry. She glances around the airport. There aren’t too many people in the coffee shop. 

Trying to keep the conversation going, John asks, “What were you majoring in?”

“Journalism, I really want to do freelance travel articles, someday.”  She takes another small bit of her pastry and a sip of coffee. It tastes good.  She had not realized how hungry she was. “What do you do?”  

“I’m still in college.  Graduate in June.  I go to UC here in Santa Barbara.”

“I’ve heard it’s a good college.”

“Okay, we’ve gotten through the basics, now what can we do about the tears?”

“I don’t know,” she says slowly in a wispy faraway voice.

John smiles, “I make my rounds at the airport rescuing crying women in distress.  You are in distress.  I hope.  I need to fill my daily quota, you know.”

Robin almost laughs. Corny jerk. She slowly nods her head. “Yes, actually I am.  You want to rescue me?  I hope.”

“So, what happened?”

“I was offered a job in Chicago writing for a big-name mystery novelist.  I vacated my apartment.  I sold my dad’s car.  I had no place to store it.  It was a piece of junk, anyway.  My flight was just cancelled.  Then, when I emailed the guy to tell him I would be delayed his daughter emailed me back to tell me her dad had a stroke and my services were terminated.  I was going to be living in his house.  He said he even has a chef there.”  With that comes a gush of mournful sobs and a fresh river of tears start flowing.

The outburst of her story and the gush of tears is startling.  John cannot think of anything to say to comfort the woman.  He hands her a napkin.

After a moment of chocking away her sobs she takes the napkin.  She continues, “Expecting the great pay I was going to earn I used what I had to pay for mom’s care.”  She let out a long slow sigh to try and compose herself.  She reaches for the cup of coffee, but cannot muster the energy to raise the cup to take a sip.  She is feeling weak and would like to lay down some place and just curl up into a ball.  

Her tale of woe is a lot for John to take in.  He feels almost overwhelmed just listening to her recount her problems.  “I take it you have no alternatives left?”

“That’s about it.”  Robin shrugs and lets out another sorrowful sigh.  Her lips form into a pathetic grimace.  “I’ll start looking for a bridge to sleep under later.”

“No money... Credit card?”

“When you start out cold in a new business you exhaust everything.  I’m exhausted!” She says with raised eyebrows to emphasize her situation.

“Ohhh...”  John feels stumped. What can he do?

Robing looks at the empty expression on John’s face.  “I don’t suppose you can lend me a couple thousand?  I’ll pay you back.” A pathetic, pleading smile forms on her lips, the only collateral she has to offer for the loan.

John laughs.  “Hardly.  I’m afraid I’m not in a position to offer that as a solution to your plight.  I’m sort of a starving student, myself.”

“Oh shucks, I thought maybe you were going to be my sugar daddy.” She instantly presses her hand to cover her mouth. What the heck was that supposed to mean? You have enough problems without creating more for yourself.   Shocked, she quickly adds, “Look, forget I said that,” to correct any ideas she might have been serious in this stranger’s mind.  What are you doing, Robin?  You’re being a real jerk, is what you’re doing.  You’re sending all the wrong signals.  

She knows she is making a fool of herself, but her nerves are frayed to the point of breaking, she feels so stressed out.  Her body starts to tremble.  She puts her hands on the side of her face and rests her elbows on the table.  Turning her head from side to side, she mutters in a low voice, “That was stupid.” She sobs.  “Sorry. I’m just... I... I don’t know what I’m going to do... now.”  About as plausible excuse she can muster under her circumstances.

Before offering, John closes his eyes and considers the consequences. He opens his eyes and looks long and hard at Robin.  I really have no choice.  Starting slowly, he says, “I’m not much better off than you are, but at least I have a place to live.” He pauses.  “Actually, I have a very nice place to live and it has a vacant second bedroom... with a lock on the door,” He adds quickly.  “I can’t think of anything else that will work for you tonight, at least.  Maybe with a good night’s sleep you’ll be able to face your problems better tomorrow.”  He stops and then adds, “It’s safer and far more comfortable than sleeping under a bridge.”

Robin is looking directly into John’s eyes.  She draws comfort from those deep brown eyes.  She is torn between the consequences of accepting this stranger’s offer and being stranded at the airport; or worse looking for that bridge to sleep under like a homeless person.  She can’t even imagine how she will live like the homeless people she has seen wandering the city streets. It is devastating to come to terms with the reality that she is facing homelessness.  What do I do?  How will I survive?  Fear rumbles in; she starts to shake. It is difficult to breath. She closes her eyes.

John can see her body shaking. It makes him sad to see someone is this state. He can well understand her situation; fear of not having a place to go to and why should she trust some stranger offering help. Hell, if I were her, would I go to my home?  

Calmly he slowly offers, “I don’t know how to convince you you’re going to be safer accepting my offer.  You really can’t sleep under a bridge.  It’s not safe.”  He is feeling very concerned for her wellbeing.  This beautiful woman will be fair game for anyone without scruples. “It doesn’t sound like you have many options at the moment,” John adds, trying to persuade her she needs his help tonight. 

John’s phone rings.  He sees Charlie’s name on the screen. “Excuse me.” He answers the call.  “Hi, are you here?”

“Yeah, we’re taxing to the terminal now,” Charlie says.

“I’m in the coffee shop with my... sister.  We’ll meet you in the terminal.  We’re on our way.”

“Thanks.” The phone clicks off.  Time is running out.  “Look, I have to get the man I came to pick up.  Decision time.  You can come with me or stay here, but I have to go meet my boss.”

“Sister?” Her face scrunches up into a big question mark.

“Less explanation than telling him I picked a pretty lady at the airport and I’m luring her into my nest.” He says this jokingly, he hopes, but then wishes he had not said this.

Robin stares at John with great trepidation.  Her eyes are wide open; frightened, like a deer looking into the headlights of an oncoming car.  She tries to composes herself. Decision time.  She has never been in a situation like this.  I do need his help.  

A voice is saying, ‘You have a very stubborn attitude for someone who has no money and no place to sleep tonight.’ 

This pushes her to making a decision towards going with John.  There is still a big but to this.  Decision made, tears start flowing again, this time with a sense of relief.  

John hands her another napkin.  

She dabs away the flow.  She smiles at John, still dabbing at her tears.

John can feel himself melting.  She has the most beautiful smile he has ever seen.  He has seen a lot of smiles as a photographer.  He feels happy just looking at her.  “I hope I don’t have to explain why my sister is sobbing.  I guess could make up some story about how your husband has mistreated you and you ran to me to help you,” he says with a snicker.  

She is staring at John in wonderment.  He has offered her help.  Having made up her mind to accept his offer she is feeling a wave of relief.  It comes in an unexpected storm of colliding emotions.  Robin suddenly bellows a laugh; an uncontrollable, belly throbbing laugh. Hands thrown up to cover her mouth she mutters, “I’m sorry.  I just...”

John is startled. What he had said was not that funny. He steps back from the manic woman.  Maybe this is not such a good idea. Is she crazy?  

Robin, seeing the startled look on John’s face, causes her to laugh even more.  It feels so good to laugh.  It feels so good that maybe something good will come from meeting this man. It cannot be any worse than not having any place to go to.  I have no one to turn to for help.  Who can I even call?  Who is there to help me? Is this what it feels like to be alone in the world?  Homeless? So helpless? 

The laughs subside to sputtering giggles and finally into hiccups. “I’m kind of messed up at the moment.”  She gets herself under some semblance of control.   “I’m sorry.  That was a wave of relief.  I don’t know...”

“Oh,” John responds, still surprised at her outburst.

“These last few hours have been a whirl of emotions for me; I couldn’t imagine what I was going to do.”

“I can certainly have empathy for you.”

A tranquil smile form on her lips.  “I’ll add all of this to my short list of life’s experiences.  You know, learning to write about what you know.” She smiles, nervously, at John. Hoping. Hoping for something to happen that will reassure her she has made a good... A safe decision.  

John takes a napkin gently dabs at the tears on Robin’s cheeks. “Got to clean you up a bit,” he says with a gentle voice.  

Robin lets John work on her face.  He is careful.  When he has finished, he hands the napkin to Robin.  Then without waiting for Robin to say anything more or give her a chance to change her mind, he reaches for her luggage and starts to walk away with them.

Robin is momentarily shocked seeing John walking away with all of her worldly belongings, again. She starts to follow after him, then stops and quickly reaches back to snatch up the last of her pastry. She stuffs it into her mouth and gulps some coffee to help wash it down.  She sprints to catch up to John.  

—-
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They meet Charlie in the terminal as he is walking toward them.  He is only carrying a brief case and a laptop computer.  Robin notes the man is wearing a very expensive looking blue sports jacket and tan pants. They fit him well. Tailor made; she speculates.  Good quality shoes; good sign.  He’s careful to present a good image for whatever business he’s in.  He flew in on a private plane, so he must have money.  Looks distinguished. Fits the part. She can see him at the head of the boardroom table in a business conference.  

John introduces Robin to John.  

“I didn’t know John had a sister, but I guess there’s a lot I don’t know about him.  I’m not in Santa Barbara very often,” Charlie says, smiling at Robin.  Her beauty is not going unnoticed. She looks familiar, but can’t place her face at the moment.  He also notices that it looks like she has been crying.  

Noticing Charlie’s expression she says, “I had a really bad experience.  John is putting me up for a few days, while I get things straightened out.”

“John is very capable.  I’m sure he can make things right for you.”

Robin smirks, turns to John and looks adoringly up into his face. “Yeah, I haven’t seen bother, John, for ages,” she says as she puts her arm around John’s waist and pulls him into a sisterly hug.  “I can’t remember when I last spent time with him. My big brother has always been able to fix everything for me.”  

John grows pensive with Robin putting her arm around his waist, but it feels good.

Looking at John, she says, “I’m looking forward to spending some time with John.”  She gives him a conspiratorial smile.  

John did not realize he had been holding his breath.  He slowly exhales and says, “Yes, Robin and I do need to spend more time together.”  He flashes an ingenious smile at Robin. Raising his eyebrows he adds, “Living at opposite ends of the country it’s been difficult; school and all.  Robin lives in Chicago. Goes to Northwestern.  Journalism major.”
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