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      ELISA

      “Elisa?” A familiar voice cuts into my single-minded quest for vegetables.

      I turn, towers of oranges and tomatoes flashing past my eyes until I see… a tall man with glasses and slightly graying brown hair. He looks ordinary except for the mischief twinkling in his brown eyes. Eyes that haunt my dreams.

      

      Luke.

      

      I freeze. It’s been so long since I saw him. Almost a year. It feels like an eternity.

      It feels like not nearly long enough.

      I plaster a smile on my lips and reach out a hand. “Hello, Luke. Long time.”

      He hurries to me, clasping my hand in both of his as he chatters with excitement. “I thought it was you! How are you doing? You look great. Elisa, wow. I… how…”

      I shake my head and my wooden smile widens to something almost real. His hands are warm. They feel good on my skin. “How have you been? I like your beard.” The personal comment slips out of my mouth and makes my stomach feel funny. My cheeks heat, but the thing is, I do like his beard. The neatly clipped medium brown hair draws attention to his lovely cheekbones and hides his rather uninspiring chin. He’s gotten new glasses, too. Gone are the big, square aviators he wore last year. The new frames are still black, but not as clunky, and the overall shape is smaller and rounder, which makes much of his unobtrusive nose.

      His eyes twinkle as he scans my body from head to toe and back. And no wonder. The last time I saw him, I wasn’t in good health.

      He blushes. “Thanks. I can’t believe you, though. You look great. How…?” He glances at my hands and then back up at my face. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      The funny feeling in my belly increases. I don’t know what to make of it, but I’m quite sure I don’t want my hands back. His are so warm—his fingers shorter than I would have expected on a hand so large—and the cold air conditioning in the grocery store makes me feel stupid. Or maybe it’s the hungry way he’s looking at me. I squeeze my eyes shut, acknowledging what I didn’t want to address.

      “Where did you go?” he asks, and the normally jovial note in his voice has become serious and intense.

      “I needed some space. Not from you particularly but from everyone. Healing… took a lot of effort.”

      He tilts his head to one side. “I guess that makes sense. Are you better now, though? Will you be coming back to work soon? You mentioned you might be moving away.”

      I squeeze his hands, thankful I have fingers again, however bizarre it might be. Humans don’t regenerate—but I did. I wonder what it means.

      Shaking off the irrelevant question, I focus again on Luke. I’ve missed him, probably more than I should have. He’s the truest friend I’ve ever had, and I just pulled a disappearing act for the best part of a year. He does have some right to know what happened.

      I suck in a deep breath. “I’m not moving. Now that Alex and my mother are dead, it’s safe for me to stay. I realized it was never this place and surely not my job that caused my problems. So, naturally, I spent the fall and winter in physical therapy, but I’ve been back to work since January. And since I was still healing, the college allowed me to teach online.”

      “Oh.”

      This hurts him. I can see it. “Luke, listen, I wasn’t trying to… I mean… I didn’t…”

      He squeezes gently again. “I get it. You just needed space, right?”

      I swallow hard, feeling the corners of my eyes burn. “I honestly did, but I swear it wasn’t because of anything you did. You were wonderfully supportive while I was in the hospital, but… I had a lot of healing I had to do—both physical and mental—and I wasn’t fit for human company for quite a while.”

      “And now?”

      I spend a moment breathing through the waves of emotion I haven’t yet learned to control. A lifetime of pain requires more than a year of recovery. “Now, I have PTSD. It’s not fun, but I’m coping. Well enough to venture into the grocery store and… talk to a friend.” I smile.

      He nods. His eyes have turned serious and sad. Something in their warm brown depths seems to plead with me.

      “Ahem, excuse me,” a nasal voice interjects, and I notice a stuffy-looking elderly man trying to maneuver his shopping cart through the aisle we’re currently blocking.

      “Oh, sorry.” I try to step back, but Luke doesn’t let go. Instead, he pulls me gently toward him, out of the stream of traffic and close enough to his torso that I can feel the warmth of his body. It feels good. He smells good, too. Drawing closer has released a waft of mellow, sweet cologne and something else. Something deeper and more personal. It hits me in a sensitive part of my psyche.

      “Don’t go yet,” he begs. “Don’t disappear.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t plan to. I do, however, need to get some groceries and take them home. I have an appointment with my therapist soon.”

      He frowns. “Okay. Can we get together some time, though? Grab coffee or dinner? Catch up?”

      I swallow again. It almost sounds like a date. I recall that my last conversation with Luke before my life went to utter shit was him asking me about the possibility of a romantic connection. He paired his request with the most delicious kiss I’ve ever received.

      The memory sends a riot of tingles up my spine, down my arms, and straight to my intimate flesh. It’s been a year since the man I was divorcing died. Surely, I’m allowed to consider this now, right?

      “I… I don’t know. I…”

      “Tell you what. Do you still have my number from when I gave it to you… you know, just before?”

      I nod.

      “Think about it. If you want to get together, call me. Let me know what you’d like.”

      He releases my hand and reaches up, smoothing a strand of hair back into my ponytail. It’s longer now, my hair. Longer than he’s ever seen it before. And a good bit grayer. Pain and stress take a toll, whatever we’d like. So I look like I’m almost forty. Oh, well.

      I am.

      Luke drops my hand and hustles to the door.

      The loss of his warmth leaves me colder than before. Colder than I can ever remember feeling. I want to call him back. To climb all over him and soak in his tempting heat until every last snowflake in my soul is melted and gone.

      “Well, shit,” I mutter, turning to the produce department and nearly knocking over a pile of avocados with the basket I've forgotten is hanging from my arm. “Dr. Williams is going to get an earful this afternoon. I hope she can help me think through it all.”
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        * * *

      

      LUKE

      I fish my phone out of my pocket on my way to the parking lot, groceries forgotten. And really, it doesn’t matter. I don’t want to fill the fridge of a mostly empty apartment anymore. I’ll just grab a burger… again.

      God, I miss having someone to cook for. Then I recall that the last person I cooked for was Amanda. Ugh.

      A car honks, but as I’m currently in the crosswalk, I give the driver a raised eyebrow and a frown before returning my attention to my phone.

      Hey, Rav. I found her.
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      ELISA

      An hour later, I’m leaning my head against the back of the sofa in Dr. Williams’s comfortable therapy room—a place more home to me than my apartment. I count the holes in the soft acoustic tile while the fresh scent of the diffuser washes over me.

      “You look pensive,” she says.

      I straighten, regarding her dark, welcoming face and warm brown eyes, and note the amused half-smile on her full lips.

      “Do you think it’s too soon for me to consider dating someone?”

      She blinks. “I didn’t expect that. First time you’ve managed to surprise me.”

      I grin. “Guess you’re not psychic after all.”

      “Never said I was. So, since I can’t read your mind, how about you tell me what you’re thinking? It will make a difference whether you’re lonely and seeking companionship or whether you have someone in mind.”

      “Why does that matter?” I poke the buttons sewn onto a sofa pillow so I don’t have to look into her face, but I can feel my cheeks burning.

      “Well, if you’re just lonely, after all you’ve been through, you might put out desperation vibes. The last thing you need is to attract another predator, and the risk is high. It’s very common to replace one abuser with another, just because it feels familiar.”

      “Nothing about Luke feels familiar,” I mutter.

      “What was that? Sounds like you do have someone in mind.”

      I look up, and now my whole face feels hot. “Yeah. I ran into an old friend today. He… asked me out. I’m wondering if it’s a good idea.”

      “Hmmm. What do you think about it? First of all, do you have any interest in dating?”

      I shrug. “I never really thought about it. Not since the fire. I’ve been too busy just surviving.”

      She nods.

      “But…”

      “But?”

      I close my eyes. “But before—just before—it was starting to dawn on me that I really liked this guy. He’s… he’s friendly. Funny. Kind. I mean, he came to the trial. He wasn’t even a witness, just showed up out of the goodness of his heart, and after… He asked me out then. He visited me in the hospital.” I draw in a deep breath to counter my babbling gush. “He’s the best damn kisser ever.”

      I peek at Dr. Williams, and her dark eyebrows have risen nearly to her hairline. “He kissed you?”

      I nod. “I told him I wasn’t ready, that I had too much healing to do, and that was before I was kidnapped and nearly burned to death. I feel even more broken than I did the first time I turned him down.”

      “But?”

      She’s too damn good at this. “He’s so sweet. I don’t want to risk hurting him, but…”

      “But you would like to date him?”

      I nod.

      “Well, you say he was at your trial and visited you in the hospital after… after the fire. I guess if he was gonna be scared off by your trauma, he would have realized it. How long has it been since you talked to him?”

      “About a year. I tried to explain why, but I think I hurt his feelings.”

      This time, the doctor quirks one eyebrow. “Be careful, Elisa. His feelings about what you needed in order to survive a terrible trauma are not yours to carry. He's allowed to be sad and to miss you, but he must not make you soothe that for him, and you should not ask it of yourself.”

      I lean my elbows on my knees and scan the pale green wallpaper behind the doctor. The tasteful art and diplomas hanging on the walls. “I don’t know how not to.”

      “I’m sure you don’t,” she says, her voice soothing. “Your mother was quite histrionic, wasn’t she? Everything was your fault, and she’d be very dramatic about it?”

      I nod.

      “And your husband was the same. Do you think this gentleman would have liked you to rise from your sickbed so you could soothe his feeling of disappointment?”

      I tried to imagine Luke sulking like that, and it made about as much sense as me dating him while I was still married to a⁠—

      My mind veers away, still unsure whether what I thought I saw the night Alex died and almost took me with him was a hallucination or something much worse. “I don’t think Luke would have wanted that at all, but it’s hard for me to see someone upset and not do something about it.”

      “I know, hon, but if you don’t want to fall into old habits, you’re going to have to sit with that discomfort. You can’t take on any pain he felt on your behalf in the last year. It was never your job to do that for him.”

      “Sounds like I’m still in the wrong headspace then?” I can’t help feeling both relieved and disappointed.

      “I didn’t say that.” She sits back in her desk chair. “You are the only one who can decide if you’re ready. I mean, you’re not moving in with the guy, just grabbing a coffee, right? And he’s a friend you’ve known for a while. If you don’t want to, then don’t. But if you want to see if there’s anything between you, and you feel up to having coffee with a friend you work with—who’s a damn good kisser—there’s nothing morally wrong with accepting the invitation. What’s that look?”

      I touch my face, not even sure what I’m doing. “I don’t know. I feel strange.”

      “Describe the feeling.”

      “Um, my stomach is jumping.”

      “Like you’re gonna puke or like excitement?”

      I analyze the sensation. “Kinda both.”

      “Ah. Sounds like infatuation. Well, Elisa, I’m not going to give you permission to date or forbid it. You have to decide and own your decision.”

      “I wish someone would tell me what the right answer is.”

      “No, you don’t.” She challenges me with a brown-eyed stare. “You hated being controlled. The trade-off is that you have to decide. If you like this guy… what’s his name?”

      “Luke.” I swear I didn’t mean for that to sound like a sigh, but it did.

      “So, now you have to decide if kissing Luke again is worth facing that you must navigate a relationship while managing your mental health.”

      He’s worth anything. The thought takes my breath away. “It won’t set me back, will it?”

      “What, going out with Luke? Hard to say. It’s good to be a little vulnerable and make connections with a trustworthy person. But you have to be strong enough to recognize any red flags. Be willing to end the relationship if it’s not working for you. Even if he’s a really great person.”

      I sigh. “I don’t want to hurt him.”

      “Good-hearted people never want to cause hurt,” she reminds me, “but you matter, too—your feelings, your needs. If he’s a good man, he will want you to do what’s best for you, even if he’s disappointed.”

      I hang my head.

      “Oh, and, Elisa?”

      I lift my eyes.

      “There’s nothing to say that being partnered with a loving man who respects you would require you to end anything. The difference between a promising start and loving commitment between two people with good hearts and intentions is only time and a certain willingness to confront and resolve issues in a healthy way—because everyone has some.”

      I pause. Love. I’ve never thought such a thing would be possible for me. My husband was a world-class asshole, but I was divorcing him when he died. My mother—my puppet master—she’s dead, too. There’s no one left to stop me from experiencing a good relationship, even love. Wow.

      Unsure what to do with this, I rise, absently thank Dr. Williams, and drift rather than walk past her assistant, Barbara, to my car.

      The drive home through heavy traffic passes in a blink, and I find myself at an unassuming complex, where I park in my designated space, punch the code into the keypad on the door and enter my building. One brief elevator ride later, I’m in a space filled with… not much. In a year of living, half of it severely injured, I didn’t take the time to purchase clutter. The squishy brown sofa is all I need for comfort. A dining table and chair double as a work desk. The laptop issued by my workplace sits next to an empty coffee cup and a plate with toast crumbs on it.

      A small painting I purchased at a student art show hangs above the table. I’m not sure what it’s supposed to be, but the cool blue and green shades soothe me. It reminds me of water, something sorely lacking in the desert.

      Frowning at how messy I’ve become in the absence of my husband’s endless criticism, I toss my purse on the sofa, gather my breakfast dishes and carry them to the kitchen. I drop them in the sink—I rarely use enough to load and run the dishwasher—and open the refrigerator, extracting a can of sparkling water.

      Carrying my drink to the sofa, I flop down and tip my head back, looking up at the ceiling. Sparkly popcorn is not my favorite, but with everything else about this place—from the location to the price to the size and even the layout—being exactly what I wanted, it was a compromise worth making.

      “It’s probably time to start decorating.” I make note of what seems like it’s missing. An end table with a funky lamp and maybe a vase of silk flowers or a small potted plant. More paintings to hang on the walls—big ones. Curtains for the windows that overlook downtown. A flowered, feminine spread for my bed. More bookshelves.

      “Why am I wasting my time with these mundane thoughts?” I ask myself aloud, even though I know the answer. Ruminating about the exact way Luke’s hands feel in mine. The precise sensation of his lips… would not help me make a wise decision.

      “Well, then, Elisa, what do you want?”

      I know this, too. I want to kiss Luke. I want it a lot. But I also want not to be afraid, and that’s harder.

      I rise and dither through the room, fluffing the cushions on the sofa, opening the dishwasher, seeing it empty and closing it again, straightening the painting that is not crooked. Anything to avoid making a decision.

      “I don’t know what I want.”

      Yes, you do, a sly voice whispers in my mind. You want that man’s lovely warm hands all over you.

      Strange thought. I’ve always been sort of neutral about sex… sexual things… even simple touches like a hug.

      Except that when Luke kissed you, he set off a reaction you’re wild to feel again. One you felt an echo of today when he held your hand.

      This concerns me even more. Surely I wouldn’t use a supportive friend for physical things, right? I’m not that kind of beast.

      I return to the sofa and flop down, staring at the ceiling again. “Remember he instigated the kiss last year and today he wasn’t in a hurry to let go of you, either. People who genuinely like each other often touch. Wanting physical contact isn’t automatically a bad thing.”

      I inhale and exhale slowly as the only possible answer forms in my mind. “I need to know what this could be.”

      Anxiety tightens my stomach, but I can’t let it make decisions for me.

      “Only way out is through.” I grab my purse and dig out my phone, scrolling through my contacts—all five of them, with the other four being work, Dr. Williams, the physical therapist, and my doctor—and push the button.

      My heart starts hammering as I wait for the call to connect. Maybe it won’t. Maybe I can leave a message…

      “Hello?”

      Damn it, his voice is nice. I want to wrap myself up in it. Infatuation is so distracting. I don’t want to be infatuated, do I?

      “Um, Luke. Hi. It’s Elisa. You asked me to call you?”

      “Oh, hey. Good to hear from you. How are you doing?”

      Nervous. Excited. Nauseous. “Fine. How about you?”

      His voice drops to a low rumble. “I’m… surprised. And happy. I wasn’t sure if you would be ready to… talk so quickly.”

      “Well, I guess I am. I hope you realize, Luke, that I missed you, too. I didn’t disappear because I was upset with you. I just needed to get away from everyone so I could do the messiest part of my healing without an audience.”

      “Oh, I understand that. I get the need for space sometimes, even when things aren’t going totally to shit. Only, if you need some time to yourself, could you please tell me so I know what’s going on?”

      “Of course! So, um, Luke…”

      “Yes?”

      I wish for an old-fashioned phone with a curly cord so I can wrap it around my finger as I hem and haw. “I just wondered… do you still want to get together?”

      “Yes. Very much.”

      “I thought so. Um, in what way?” Without the cord option, the best I can do is trail my fingers over the soft brown velour of my sofa.

      “Uhhh…”

      My face heats. “What I mean is, do you want to get together as work chums and catch up?”

      “Yes, Elisa. I do want that.”

      I hear it—the uncertainty in his tone that tells me he’s holding back so as not to be pushy.

      “Well, that would be fine, but…”

      “But?”

      “But I had to wonder… did you mean that, or did you want a date?” I push the words out fast, not giving them a chance to get stuck.

      “Oh, wow.” Luke swallows so hard I can hear it over the phone. He sighs and the wind crackles through to my ear.

      I wonder what it would be like to feel Luke’s breath against my ear. Tingles run up into my hairline and my fingers feel like they’re swelling.

      My fingers. Are swelling. The fingers I shouldn’t have. It’s great that I can feel them, but sometimes, I’m hyperaware of every sensation in them. I’m looking look at them, not sure if they’re doing anything, when Luke speaks again.

      “If you’re open to a date, Elisa, that would be my preference.”

      A strange sensation shoots through my stomach, even as my mouth blurts. “Great!”

      I mean, I’m not lying. It is great. And terrifying. I shouldn’t be doing this.

      “What would you like to do? And when?”

      The question, so simple in theory, shuts off my brain altogether. “Umm, what?”

      “Elisa?” I can hear the concern in Luke’s voice, but I don’t know how to process the question, let alone answer it.

      “Uh, I don’t know. Do you have any ideas?” Damn it. I’ve stopped functioning, like an automaton with broken gears.

      “Well, we could grab a cup of coffee or some brunch this weekend. Take in a matinée.”

      It’s Monday. The weekend is a long way off.

      Disappointment wars with relief again, but I can feel something rising. “Dinner? Tonight?”

      Once the words sneak past my lips, a whole mess of blabber follows. “I normally cook, but for some reason, the day I get groceries I’m always so tired, and I just want to let someone else do all the chopping and stirring and washing the dishes and…” I don’t know what I’m saying anymore, and it’s making me nervous.

      “I get it. Let’s not forget you’re still recovering. If shopping tires you out, don’t cook. Let’s get dinner. What do you like to eat?”

      Another simple question with no answer. What do I like to eat? This is starting to make me feel like a weirdo. Of course, I haven’t dated in forever. Not since I was a teen, really. A lot has changed since then.

      Luke chuckles, clearly not understanding that I’m having an existential crisis over what to eat for dinner. “Typical, isn’t it?”

      “Is it?” I’ve got no idea how to take that.

      “I mean,” he clarifies, “that trying to get someone else to choose what to eat for dinner is the eternal couple’s argument.”

      He said couple. We’re not a couple, but he’d like to see us that way. Would I? I try to picture it. Fail. My most recent relationship wasn’t too couple-y, and I don’t know what to do.

      I switch on my teacher face in hopes of sounding confident. “Um, so, Luke, literally no one has ever asked me what I want to eat. The only people who took me to restaurants were my mother and Alex. And they told me where to go… and ordered for me.”

      Luke grunts. “Sorry. I didn’t think of that. Okay, let’s try this a different way. What would you eat if you were alone right now?”

      “A sandwich.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      “Yep.” I poke into the upholstery. It feels like my fingers are swelling again, but this time, I recognize the anxiety. I’m messing this up. Badly. Letting my head fall back onto the squishy fabric, I look at the ceiling, counting the peaks and valleys in the dusty popcorn and waiting to see if anything bubbles up. God, I could use a drink. Some drinks. Sweet, to counter the exhaustion. Sharp. Sour. “Know what is something I’ve always wanted to do but never tried?”

      “What’s that?”

      He still sounds interested. Invested. Tension flows from my shoulders. Guess I want to go out with Luke more than I want to be afraid. That’s an important thing to know. “I love tacos. Who doesn’t, right? But they never wanted me to eat any. Too fattening. Can we go out for tacos and margaritas?”

      “That sounds like a lot of fun.”

      “I promise not to talk about Mother and Alex too much.”

      “It’s okay if you do,” he says solemnly. “This is a recent and traumatic experience for you. I want—I hope to be—someone you can trust, even with the things the rules of polite conversation forbid.”

      He’s straightforward. I like that. “I suppose I’ll be very boring until I get it all out of my system. I mean, therapy is great, and my therapist is my hero, but…”

      “But a friend is a different kind of need?”

      “Yes, exactly! I… I’d be glad to have you for a friend, Luke.”

      “You do.”

      Well, that says it all.

      “Thank you for telling me what you want, Elisa. That means a lot. May I pick you up?”

      I recoil immediately. “Um, not yet. How about we meet at the restaurant instead.”

      “Okay.” He doesn’t even sound disappointed. “Since you’ve done such a good job choosing the theme for our evening, should I choose the place? Would the Agave Grill suit you?”

      That’s where he kissed me before my trial by fire. “Okay. Good idea.”

      “One hour?”

      Oh, boy. How much can I get done in an hour? I have no makeup on. My hair is in a sloppy ponytail. I’m wearing torn jeans and a tank top. Shit. “Okay. See you then. Bye.”

      “Goodbye.” The phone disconnects, leaving me alone with my thoughts. And the overwhelming one is that I don’t want Luke to be disappointed.

      What does someone wear to eat tacos and drink margaritas? I have no idea.

      I race to the bathroom. Opening the medicine cabinet, I drag out every product I own, pondering what would look best to this man I know as a colleague and a friend, but who’s interested in more.

      Running warm water into the white faux-marble sink, I ponder my options. Primer. I hate primer. Do I need it? But if I don’t use it, what will happen?

      Nothing I want to know about today.

      I splash water on my face, release my hair from its confinement and moisten the scraggly wisps. I have a huge bump from the hair tie. Damn. Back up it goes but with more care this time.

      Then, hair sorted decently if not fancily, I turn my attention to my makeup.

      Makeup hates me.
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      I slide through the door fifteen minutes late into a room that smells of grilled meat and salsa. The booths are carved in scenes of the Mexican countryside.

      “Hello,” a young woman with an apron over a white dress shirt says. “Table for one?”

      My stomach thrills as I admit, “Actually I’m meeting someone, and I bet he’s already here. Luke Holland?”

      “Sorry, I just clocked in. I’m not sure. Do you see him?”

      I peek into the dim interior, not sure if I do. What if he changed his mind? What if he’s not coming? What if he got annoyed at my tardiness and left?

      “Elisa?”

      I close my eyes. There’s that voice. Smooth and deep. Mellow. Friendly. It melts me.

      I turn to the left to see him tucked into a booth in the corner, out of the flow of foot traffic toward the bar and the bathroom.

      I glance at the hostess.

      She grins. “Go on then. We’ll be along shortly.”

      I hurry through the restaurant, and as I reach the booth, trip over an uneven spot in the carpet.

      Somehow, Luke is there before I can fall on my face, catching my arm and pulling me upright toward his chest.

      I throw my arms around him, and a messy save transfigures into a warm hug. He lays his hands on my back. Surely he will berate me now. I hope he’ll do it quietly.

      “You okay?”

      Concern? Kindness? Amusement? I just nearly made a spectacle of myself by stumbling all over the restaurant, and he doesn’t seem upset.

      Joking is the only response I can think of. “Yeah, just klutzy. Thanks for the save.”

      “Any time. After all, I got a hug out of it.”

      I lift my head, and he winks at me, his eyes filled with friendly mischief.

      My heart thumps.

      “Of course, if you want a hug, there are safer ways to get one like, I don’t know, asking?”

      My cheeks grow warm. “I’m pretty sure it will always be okay,” I mumble.

      He hasn’t let go, and we’re standing in the restaurant holding onto each other.

      He leans down, and I stiffen, but his lips touch my cheek, and then he leads me back to the booth, sliding in across from me.

      We regard each other in silence. I’m not sure what to say. My words have shut off. I watch him reach across the table and lay his short-fingered hand on mine.

      The touch is just what I needed. I still can’t think of anything to discuss, but it doesn’t matter. We’ve talked many times. That’s not really what today is about, right? We’re not exploring our minds, because we already know we get along well intellectually. We’re exploring our chemistry. Something I haven’t done since high school.

      The hostess wanders up and hands us menus and glasses of water. “Can I get you guys any drinks?”

      “Just water,” I mumble by rote, my mouth and brain still not working properly.

      “I’d like one of your Cuervo Extreme Margaritas. Elisa, do you mind if we share one? They’re delicious, but if I drink that by myself, I won’t be safe to drive afterwards.”

      “Sounds like a good idea.” My voice is raspy. Damn it.

      She gives me a worried glance and wanders off.

      I squeeze Luke’s fingers gently. “I feel like I’m being weird.”

      “Nah, not weird. Just awkward. I feel it too. Early dates always are.”

      I gulp.

      He wiggles his eyebrows, which drags a giggle up from the depths of my belly to honk inelegantly through my nose.

      I feel so self-conscious. I couldn’t get the wings in my eyeliner right, so I ended up just sweeping my upper lash line. I must look so dowdy without the fancy makeup that brings a hint of elegance to my ordinary face. I also haven’t colored my hair—the grays are visible big time—and I opted for lip balm because we’re eating.

      Luke isn’t judging me. If the look on his face is any indication, he’s amused? Pleased? I don’t know how to read the half-smile on his lips.

      “You seem nervous.” He’s so blunt. On the one hand, it makes me more uncomfortable. On the other, at least I know what he’s thinking.

      “A little bit,” I admit. “You have some inkling of what life was like for me before the fire. I haven’t had much chance to do normal things like date, so this situation leaves me uncertain, like I don’t know how to act and…” I trail off, not knowing what else to say.

      “You have been through the wringer, haven’t you?” Now his brown eyes look sad.

      I squeeze his fingers. It’s nice the way he touches me. Like he can’t bring himself to let go. “Yeah,” I admit. “I’ve been controlled for as long as I can remember. I’m just now learning how to do normal things like decide what I want to eat or… go out with substandard makeup.”

      He eyes me critically in the dim light of a lamp hanging above our table. “What’s substandard?”

      I blink.

      “Elisa, your makeup is your choice. Wear it how you like it… or don’t wear any. That’s the least important thing for you to be worrying about right now.”

      “What’s the most important thing?” The words slip out and I’m not sure if they’re a quip, a flirt, or a genuine question. I am quite certain that either Mother or Alex would have lost their absolute shit over it.

      Luke snorts. His mouth curves into a sideways half-smile. “I guess that depends on your perspective. The most important thing could be what kind of tacos to order—and since you seem to have used up your bandwidth to make decisions, might I suggest the street tacos? They’re really good if you like beef and onions.”

      “Sounds good.” I smile wanly, drawing water up through my straw.

      “On the other hand, the most important thing might be whether you’ll let me kiss you at the end of this date.”

      The water slides into my windpipe as I gasp and swallow at the same time, and I cough, pounding myself on the chest with my free hand.

      Luke strokes my thumb as I expel the water… right onto my shirt. Lovely.

      “Well, I guess I botched that.” He rolls his eyes heavenward. “You’re not the only klutz at this table, as you can see.”

      I suck in air. Release it. Inhale again. “Well, from one klutz to another, I’d say your odds are better than average, provided neither of us trips and knocks out the other’s front teeth.”

      Luke stares at me for a moment. His belly heaves and a loud laugh escapes him. “Were you always this funny and I just never noticed it?”

      I shrug. “I never knew I was funny. Most of my jokes fall flat.”

      He stills, rubbing my fingers. I feel tingly when he does that. “I think I might need to know more about this.”

      “Why?”

      “One Cuervo Extreme Margarita!” A server who happens to have been my student a year or so ago wanders up with a tray. He sets a huge fishbowl full of green slush on the table. “Oh! Hi, Ms. Monroe. Hi, Mister Holland. How are you?” He glances at our joined hands. “Oho! Can I get you two anything to eat or do you need another minute?”

      “You good with the street tacos?”

      “Sure, why not?” I agree.

      “Street tacos for two, please, Jaime,” Luke says.

      “Coming right up. Here’s your chips and salsa.”

      Jaime sets down a basket, a bowl, and two small plates and scoots away.

      “Let the gossip begin.”

      “Embarrassed?” Luke’s gaze has sharpened.

      “No. Not really. Just… gossip, like I said. I don’t like people talking about me behind my back. That’s how I got locked up, remember?”

      Luke exhales. “I think… I think we need to talk more about what happened to you. I don’t want to keep triggering you accidentally.”

      I close my eyes. I sound unbearably pathetic when he phrases it like that. “I’m not triggered exactly. Like, I’m not panicking about this or anything. I just… I don’t know how to act like a normal person, so sometimes I just… don’t.”

      “Don’t you think I still need to know? We won’t keep catching each other off guard if we’re honest from the start, right?”

      Start. This sounds long-term. Which sounds good. “It’s not so easy to lay out a lifetime of… well, of abuse in a simple conversation. Plus, this isn’t a private place.”

      “Another time then?”

      I think about it. Do I want to be more open with Luke? Yes. What’s this awkward feeling, then? Nothing but ghosts. I don’t have to live up to the expectations of the dead. Heart thumping, I suggest, “Maybe… just come over here?”

      One of Luke’s eyebrows dips below the frame of his glasses. “Over there?”

      “So, we can talk… quietly?”

      He doesn’t ask any more questions. Just rises, circles the table, and slides in next to me. Between me and the walkway.

      I’m trapped.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I count slowly to five, hold, and release as I count to seven.

      It’s not enough.

      I can feel my muscles tensing until Luke’s hand slips into mine again. His warmth effectively counters the cold of my impending panic attack.

      “Are you okay?”

      I shake my head, not to refute him, but to fling away the anxiety as a dog tosses water from its fur. “I’m okay. I had a moment, but it has passed.”

      “What caused the moment? And what were you doing just now?”

      “I was counting my breaths,” I admit, cheeks warming at how hard I had to work to deal with something so simple. “It’s a method for coping with panic. You’re sitting between me and my escape route. I don’t like being confined.”

      “Oh, sorry.” He starts to rise, but I tighten my grip on his fingers.

      “No, stay. I’m better now. I know that… if a fire broke out, I wouldn’t be trapped behind an object that’s blocking my escape. We’d run together. Sometimes it takes a bit of time for the body to catch up with the mind…” I stroke my thumb over his fingers. “And sometimes the body understands what the mind needs time to accept.”

      “I get you there.”

      “So, what do you want to know, Luke?”

      He eats a chip while pondering his answer. “Want? I want to know that you were safe, happy, and loved every day of your life. Isn’t that what we all want for those we care about?”

      A burning sensation rises in my throat. I clear my throat and dip a chip in the salsa.

      “But since I know that’s not how it was for you, talk to me about what your life was like. You mentioned control, even to the point of not knowing what you want for dinner.”

      “Right.”

      He waits.

      I eat another chip, hoping the burn of chilis will shake out something coherent. “That was my normal. My mother… she didn’t believe in me as a person. I had a role to play, and that role was to stroke her ego and always make her look good. I couldn’t do it because I was a kid, and because her standards were impossible to meet, so I went through life feeling like a failure.”

      “That’s heavy,” Luke says kindly. “I… I understand parental expectations. Maybe not to such an extent, but there are a lot of us out there who know what it’s like to be a disappointment simply for existing.”

      “Oh, no. You too, huh?”

      His wry half-grin suddenly looks a lot less positive. “I also had to make my way without support.”

      I swallow hard. Tentatively, I meet Luke’s eyes. He’s always been such a funny, friendly guy. I haven’t seen this side of him very often, but now, there’s an intensity in his gaze that no one has ever directed my way before.

      He’s being vulnerable with me.

      The realization rocks me back, and without thinking, I lift a hand and rest it gently on his cheek. The hair of his beard is surprisingly soft. I scratch gently over it, and he relaxes.

      The reality of Luke surpasses the secret late-night fantasies that have kept me company over the last year. He’s dynamic. Sensitive. His friendliness is real, of course. I’ve known him too long to question it, but it seems that like me, he’s using an acceptable aspect of his character to mask something deep.

      A mad impulse takes me, and I apply soft pressure to his cheek, drawing him down as I lean up.

      It seems he needs no instruction. Just closes his eyes and lets me kiss his lips.

      It’s even better than I remember. Warm. Luke is so wonderfully warm, and yet his fingers and palms are not sweaty. His lips compress mine with compelling softness. The short hairs of his beard tickle my face.

      A moment later, he releases me. The air conditioning slaps my damp lips.

      “Luke, there’s no way I can lay out a lifetime of abuse in a single meal. I wouldn’t even know where to start. I… um… don’t you think we’ll have time to uncover things little by little?”

      He regards me tenderly. “I suppose. There’s a lot to be said for just being present together, isn’t there?”

      “There is. Especially if you’re willing to let me be a wreck who really, really likes you.”

      He leans in again. His tongue quests along my lips. Acquiescing isn’t even a question. I want that slow, wet glide.

      My breath catches as he slowly penetrates my mouth, and my heart gives an almighty thump of excitement. Alex gave up kissing me in the third year of our marriage, and his mouth always disgusted me, so I didn’t mind. Luke’s kiss sends warmth tingling through my body from my mouth to my heart and radiating out to my belly, my vulva, my feet. Last, it reaches my fingertips, which feel like they’re swelling. I scratch gently at his beard and smooth the hair with my thumb.

      “Ahem?”

      We release each other and an involuntary “Wow” escapes me.

      Luke winks at me before turning to face the server. If Jaime was going to gossip about us holding hands, this hot tongue-kiss is gonna be the news of the day on campus.

      “Here’s your tacos,” Jaime says, his eyes crinkling with mischief.

      He sets down the tray and hotfoots it to the corner where a cash register shares space with a soda dispenser and a small sink. His cell phone is out of his pocket before he even stops moving.

      “I ought to apologize, right? For letting that get so out of hand?”

      I lower one eyebrow at Luke and raise the other, giving him the ‘puzzled Spock’ look.

      “I won’t though. Expect to get kissed a lot, Elisa.”

      My cheeks grow warm, and I break eye contact, regarding the platter. A pile of small tacos in corn tortillas nestle together, bristling with tiny snippets of beef, onions, and cilantro. Cups of sauce line the edge of the platter.

      The smell coming off the tray is… there are no words. “Should we eat?” I suggest, suddenly shy over my lack of restraint.

      Without waiting for an answer, I grab a taco and take a bite. Sharp. Savory. Vegetal. Delicious.

      “If I put one arm around your shoulders,” he asks over my delighted moan, “would that upset you?”

      I set the taco on the small chip plate in front of me. “I have no idea. Part of the problem with telling you what to expect is that I don’t know. I’m not sure how something is going to affect me until I try it. So… try it.”

      I peek at him out of the corner of my eye. He’s regarding me with an unreadable expression. “I hope you can see,” he says at last, “how daunting that would be. I haven’t made a secret of what I want from you, Elisa. The last time I made a move, you shut me down. You were right to do so, of course. I was rushing it. Now you’re here with me, letting me kiss and flirt with you. I feel a bit dizzy already. Grateful, happy, but dizzy. You want me to try things, but neither you nor I know when you’ll hit your limit which might come with a panic attack. One thing I don’t want is to frighten you.”

      I take another bite, carefully chewing while I consider his words. Swallowing, I take a sip from the margarita and sigh. “I appreciate your consideration, but I don’t want to avoid living for fear of triggering a reaction, and you shouldn’t assume I will have a bad one. Yes, it took a second to get used to you sitting beside me, but that kiss was pure magic.”

      The skin at the edges of his beard pinkens, and his lips curve upward. “Do you think it would be okay for me to hold you? Do you want me to?”

      “I do,” I admit, and from the warm sensation in my cheeks, I’m sure my blush must match his. “Back… you know, before, I did like you then. I was pondering how long I should wait after the divorce was final before I reached out to let you know I was ready. The fire changed how I felt about the timing—I had a lot more to heal after that. I mean, I almost died. I should have died—but it didn’t change how I felt about you.”

      His arm comes to rest on my shoulders, heavy and warm. I wait for the trapped feeling to arise, but it doesn’t. Instead, a sense of peace and safety washes over me. I inhale and admit, “In the hospital, I was more awake than you guys realized. I remember you being there and telling the nurses not to talk about my death in front of me. It felt so lovely to know you cared that much. I wanted to talk, but I was too badly injured. Now I feel physically fine, and I’m more than ready to revisit that question.”

      “Do you have any idea,” he asks, and for some reason, his casual expression suddenly looks too innocent, “how you were able to heal so completely? Did you get some top-of-the-line experimental surgery or medicine or something? I mean, not to be horrible, but, um, why do you have fingers?”

      Deciding I’m being paranoid, I answer the question. “I have no idea. It just happened. I had no particular treatment. Not even skin grafts. It freaked out the doctors so much that they signed the order for physical therapy and shooed me out the door.”

      “Huh. How unusual.”

      There’s something pointed in his expression. It’s not paranoia. This means something to him. I wonder what it could be.

      “For sure.” I scrutinize his face, but I have to admit I don’t know him well enough to understand what that look means.

      I take another sip. “So, as I began to heal, I realized that on top of all the physical recovery I needed to do. I would have to completely rework my inner landscape to accept that everything I knew about myself was a lie meant to control me. I would also have to process the severe emotional trauma of almost burning alive, being completely incapacitated, and somehow not dying—which no one can explain. I wanted to work through the worst of that without you standing by.” And there were other reasons too. Other suffering that needed to be faced without an audience.

      “Oh. Why?” Luke picks up a taco and takes a bite. His arm lies heavy on my shoulder.

      I ponder how best to answer this question, outwardly working my way through the rest of my taco and interspersing sips of the margarita with water until the words come together into something I can express.

      I let my head rest on his shoulder as I speak. “There’s something very special about you, Luke. Because I liked you so much, I didn’t want any progress towards a relationship to get muddied up with gratitude for your help while I was healing. I also needed time and therapy to get past my horrible marriage. It wouldn’t have been fair to either of us to tangle those things up together. I know the wait was painful… for me too! But if we wanted a fighting chance of making something real, it was necessary. I’m glad you were still available.” Setting down my sweaty water glass, I turn fully to face him. His arm slides down to my waist.

      His head tilts to the side, taking in my words with intense concentration. “I would have waited a lot longer for the chance to be with you.”

      Oh, man. How sweet. “I’m so glad we’re here now. I’m a lot closer to ready than I used to be. There’s still work to do, but…” I quickly wipe my fingers on a napkin and touch his cheek again.

      He leans into my hand. “Okay. That makes sense.” His expression looks lighter, though still intense.

      I press gently on his cheek, urging him down again. This time, we only share a brief smooch before turning to our food. I get a quick glimpse of his pleased smirk. I imagine I’m making a similar face.

      Sitting this close to someone who wants to touch me and listen to me is a novel experience. It’s weird, but not in an unpleasant way.

      I’m also not used to feeling comfortable eating in front of someone. Especially not something messy like tacos. Bits of meat shower from the tortillas. Salsa and grease drip. My fingers are getting slippery. Alex would have begun scolding the moment we sat down. Mother would never have allowed this option.

      I glance at Luke. His lips glisten with beef fat. His fingers are none too clean. He takes big, hungry bites of his food, not worrying about who might see and judge him.

      His eyes meet mine again, and he smiles.

      I smile back. I wouldn’t have a clue what to say if I wanted to speak, but I don’t. I like this silent communication. We can simply exist, caring for our physical needs for food, drink, air, and closeness without analysis or judgment. Just beings… being. What more is required?

      And yet, for my entire life up until a year ago, eating with anyone would inevitably become an opportunity for abuse. My mother controlled my food choices. My husband insulted my cooking. They both hated my weight even though I don’t register as overweight at the doctor’s office. They both hated my hunger. The bloating around my period. Every evidence that I exist as more than a tool was grounds for angry judgment and recrimination.

      Damn it, I’ve invited them on my date. They’re living in my head. I’ll have to ask Dr. Williams how to banish them.

      Too much overthinking has dampened the pleasant high of Luke’s attention. I sneak another peek.

      He’s looking at me with those warm brown eyes. I can feel my insides melt.

      Something deeper than reason wants me to be close to him, but anxiety is starting to ramp up.

      “Are you okay?”

      I close my eyes. He sees too much. “It’s a lot sometimes is all.” I hope he knows what I mean by that because I’m not sure I do.

      His arm tightens around my shoulders, drawing me toward him. I turn my head to the side, not wanting to smear my greasy lips against his soft brown shirt. He leans his cheek on the top of my head. “Are we going too fast?”

      I take stock of my mental state. “Yes and no. I haven’t been out much in the last year. Reliving normal experiences like eating at restaurants is stirring up old memories.”

      “Not good ones, eh?”

      I draw back, meeting his gaze again. “Are you familiar with dogs?”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “What do you mean?”

      What does that mean? “Like, when a dog has been through a hard time, they can get weird about food, right?”

      “Yeah.” His face relaxes.

      I nod. “Kinda like that.”

      Silence. Of course, I start babbling. “And it’s so stupid. I know my family wasn’t normal. Most people won’t think twice if I, you know, eat some food, but I still feel self-conscious, like everyone is staring at me and…”

      “Elisa.” Luke cuts off my chattering gush by dropping his taco and laying a hand on mine. “Elisa, getting busted kissing by a student at our school is only good for a blush, but food makes you anxious?”

      I close my eyes.

      “Those absolute bastards.” I can hear a faint growl in his chest. “Starting with your mother?”

      I can barely make myself nod.

      “Screwing around with children’s food is one of the quickest ways to mess them up for life. Do you… do you have an eating disorder?”

      “Um, I don’t think so. I have food anxiety, for sure, and I just discovered I prefer to eat in private, but I don’t starve myself or binge or anything.”

      “Okay, that’s good. So maybe eating at a restaurant is something we should… put off until you’re a bit stronger?”

      I hate to say it. I hate to admit he’s right. But… “That would probably be a good idea. For a while.”

      “Do you think we could eat together in private?”

      I cock my head and look at him.

      “Hey, I’m kind of a foodie. You might have noticed I’m not exactly… buff?” He pats the pooch around his belt buckle. “I’d love to cook for you. Eat with you. But only if you’re comfortable with it.”

      He’s so sweet and earnest. I sigh. “I don’t know, Luke. I can’t remember a time when anyone cooked for me, so that might be okay, but… Shit, I think I’m gonna be skittish for a while. Probably about a lot of things.”

      “And you won’t know which ones until it comes up?”

      “Yeah.”

      He nods in understanding. “Would you like to pack up this food and go somewhere else? Test out your comfort level in a more private place?”

      If it was anyone else, I would suspect he was going to take advantage of me, but the open sincerity in Luke’s expression tells me he would not push his luck, and I trust face and body language much more than words these days.

      “That might be a good idea.”

      “Done.” Luke grabs a napkin and wipes his hands and lips before waving to Jaime. I clean off my fingers.

      “What can I do for you two?” the young man asks.

      “Can we get a to-go box, some paper napkins, and the check, please?”

      “Sure thing. Um, you can’t take the margarita though.”

      “Oh, right.”

      Damn it. I’m ruining everything.

      I close my eyes again, face burning.

      “Ms. Monroe?”

      I squint at Jaime with one eye.

      “Um, listen. I’m not gonna tell anyone, okay?”

      “Come on, Jaime, I saw you playing with your phone.”

      He blushes, skin darkening. “I thought about it, not gonna lie. But I didn’t do it.”

      I smile wanly. “Thank you.”

      “Anyway… I don’t think you should be embarrassed about… about, you know, dating. A lot of us heard about… about what happened to you and… and well we all like Mr. Holland and I think most people would just be happy for you. Will be, because I don’t think the secret will hold long.”

      I swallow. “Thank you, Jaime. I appreciate that a lot. Um, I’m not trying to keep anything secret. Certainly, Mr. Holland is… He's great. Anyway, I’m not used to dating, so I’m not embarrassed. Just… adjusting?”

      He nods, earring bobbing. “So, if I should happen to mention that you two are seeing each other?”

      “Just don’t tell me about it, okay?”

      He winks at me and scoots away.

      “Do you mean that, Elisa?” Luke’s voice has turned dark and sweet as molasses.

      “What?”

      “That there’s no secret and you’re not embarrassed to be dating me?”

      “What’s to be embarrassed about?” I ask, puzzled. “And what possible purpose would there be in keeping this a secret? I’m not entirely comfortable being so mushy in public—or in private either—but I’ll adjust. I think… the more time we spend together the better the chances that this… this wild attraction will settle to manageable levels eventually.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it.” He grabs my cheeks in one hand and plants a wet kiss right on my lips. “I’ll never get used to this. It’s too amazing.”

      I’ve been acting like a weirdo for the last hour, and he still thinks I’m amazing. “This could end up being the best trouble I’ve ever gotten into.”

      He grins. “Count on it, sweet lady.”
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        * * *

      

      LUKE

      I sit in my empty apartment with the lights out. It feels so weird to have this apartment I’ve lived in for years empty of all but the most rudimentary furniture: a kitchen chair, one cooking pot, and my phone charger. Even my bed is gone. If only I’d had a chance to bring in Mari to sweep the new place for listening devices… but she’s not available until the day after tomorrow, and this call can’t wait.

      The phone rings. Rings.

      “Desierto Vistas. This is Ravi. Can I help you?”

      “Rav, it’s Luke. You were right. She’s one of us.”

      Silence.

      “Not that there was much doubt, given her family, but how do you know?” Ravi asks. “There’s precious little information to be found.”

      “She’s completely regenerated. No scars with no medical explanation. She regrew skin, muscles, even her fingers. There’s no doubt in my mind.”

      “You need to get her out here right away.”

      I sigh. “She’s skittish as hell, Rav. She’s trying to trust me, but putting her in a car and taking her to an unknown place… that’s gonna be tough.”

      “Get it done, Luke. As quickly as you can. You know what might happen if we lose control of the situation.” He hangs up.

      He’s right, but damn me if I have one single idea of how to begin. The last thing I want is to scare Elisa, and I don’t think there’s any way to avoid it.
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