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Chapter 1

 

Sunlight seemed to pull him into its spotlight as he emerged from the DeSmet Building. Steve Thomas did what he'd done for at least half of his life: Stopped, squinted, slipped on his shades and avoided the bright rays. His glance traveled to the building across from the one he'd just left. The Drug Crisis Center shared the parking lot with the DeSmet Building. Right on time, Kristina Ingram pushed open a glass door and came out, searching for and finding him with her gaze. Her welcoming smile, even a hundred yards away, was as bright as the sunlight. He found himself soaking it up gratefully after the day he'd experienced.

For the past five years since she'd come to work at the Center as a counselor, they'd had this same ritual. Somehow, though his schedule was different most days and erratic at best, she left work at the exact same time he did each day. 

Steve relaxed, returned her smile as they approached each other. Her hair, the color of cherry wood, was caught up behind her neck in a bun that was rapidly losing form. As the wind caught the loose strands, he remembered what it looked like down and free. She's got a really nice neck. He found himself laughing inside at the crazy thought. It felt good to laugh, even to himself.   

"You did it!" she exclaimed when they were only a foot apart. "Congratulations! I'm so proud of you, Steve...I mean 'Associate Professor Thomas'."

Steve didn't bother to wonder how she'd found out. Kristina seemed to know everything going on at Eisner University. 

"Thanks. If I had to go through one more committee..." He'd had his share of congratulations today for getting tenure and making Associate Professor status. Also his share, maybe more than his share, of mean-spirited teasing and ridicule wrapped in false sincerity either behind his back or to his face. Some of his peers at the college called him "the scholar", and not fondly. They assumed he was trying to be the pet among the elders. The truth of the matter was, college, getting his master's, his Ph.D., and now tenure as he worked toward full professorship was all that'd kept him sane for the past thirteen years. 

Thirteen years--sounded like so little when it felt more like forever. Being here was where he avoided stress. Here he could fill the hours of his day, away from the loneliness, the silence, the endless problems. The black hole of emptiness sucked him in whenever he left this place. But his colleagues wouldn't understand because all they saw was that he made them look bad or he took what they thought they deserved. He didn't care to disclose the truth for most of them either.

"What was the reaction?" she asked because she knew about the rivalry he didn't encourage, let alone get involved in.

He shrugged, but she seemed to realize he'd had a tough day because of it. "They're just jealous, you know," she said, a mischievous twinkle in her eye as she brushed a strand of her hair off her lips. "You wear leather while they wear wool with reinforced plaid sleeves." She touched the sleeve of the light, straight-cut, leather jacket he wore over black jeans and a dark t-shirt. 

Steve laughed at the realistic parallel. He'd never fit in with the dress code and never tried. Most of his colleagues followed the rigid ideal of dress because it was an obvious way to get in the good graces of the executive committee.

Surprising him, Kristina stepped forward and hugged him. He almost dropped his briefcase he was so unsure of himself in the position, but then she backed off and smiled at him again. "Have you got time tonight to go out for a celebration glass of champagne? My treat."

They'd never been in a social situation before--outside of a quick lunch or soda at one of the restaurants nearby the campus. She had no way of knowing he didn't drink alcohol, even if she might know why he didn't. Why did their professional friendship strike him as unusual? There was no reason he'd see Kristina outside the campus. 

He shook his head immediately. "I can't. Too much to do. Thanks for asking though."

Her obvious disappointment almost had him wishing he could say yes. She knew why he couldn't and didn't push it. They left the sidewalk for the parking lot. After she unlocked the door of her car, he opened it for her. 

"See you tomorrow," she said softly. "Do something for yourself tonight. All right?"

Steve nodded and got the feeling she understood the impossibility of that from the concerned look in her eyes.

"'Night, Kristina." 

She smiled, and he remembered the sunlight when he'd come out of the music building. Her smile was like that. Blinding. Revealing. Only he didn't want to avoid it. Sometimes he wished he could stay where she was, where things weren't complicated or stressful. It wasn't fair to think she was the only sunshine in his life. Not at all. But he thought it anyway. 

After shutting her door, he walked toward his car, turning to wave at her as she drove past him out of the lot. Sighing, he got into his car, remembered her comment about the wool sweaters and laughed. 

The memory of her hug returned. Just a friendship hug. Warm friendship hug. Body to body. The laughter dried up and made his throat feel cramped with emotion. Confusion and straight-out fear gripped him.

No. He had to think about getting dinner ready. Doing dishes. Helping Val with her homework. Laundry needed to be done. Then getting Val to fall asleep, to stay asleep for a while anyway, just until there were no monsters or nightmares to wake her. Only then would he have time to do the work he brought home every night. None of those tasks applied to his wife because he couldn't predict Jessie. 

A few minutes later, he was on the freeway and leaving Brookfield. He lived in Greenfield on the southwest side of Milwaukee. Ironic, he often thought driving home, that his family lived in such suburbia.

The closer he got to home, the more his stomach clenched. He lived in a good neighborhood, in a solid, two-story bungalow. It was about the only thing in his personal life that was good. 

As soon as he turned the corner down the street he lived on, he knew something was wrong. Evangeline, the nanny who worked for them, picked up and stayed with the kids after school every day, wasn't there. Her car wasn't in its usual spot--parked on the street in front of the house. That meant Jess had to be home. She'd come home and sent Evangeline away. The fact that no one had paged him didn't make him feel any more relieved. 

Every light in the house was on. The front door stood open. Music spilled out into the street as if a live band rehearsed in their garage. 

Steve didn't bother pulling into the garage. He didn't take his briefcase. He parked on the garage approach on a slant and jumped out of the car. As soon as he ran up the porch steps, he saw his eight-year-old daughter huddled in the corner crying. 

His teeth clenched as he picked Valerie up and held her tight against him. Now what, Jess? Now what, d*t? 

He didn't want to go inside the house, almost as much as Val didn't, when he took the steps toward the screen door.  "Please, Daddy, I don't want to go inside. Let me stay here," begged Val. 

If not for the chill in the September air, her thin shirt and alarming frailness, he would have let her stay outside. 

"Val, baby, where're your brothers? Is Ronnie still at football practice?"

Her face red, pinched, and miserable, she nodded. "Tom's at Aaron's."

When Steve opened the screen door, Valerie huddled her face into his shoulder and he barely heard her whisper, "I hate her, Daddy."

He increased the pressure of his arms and prayed he hadn't heard her right or that it was the wind. Regardless of whether she'd voiced it, he knew the truth he didn't want to face. 

The stereo in the living room was the one blaring, and he slammed the button to get it to shut up. In the silence, he knew Jess wasn't downstairs. She'd come home, told Evangeline to get out, turned on the stereo to block out the silence and had gone to their bedroom. Left the kids alone again. 

"Go in your room and close the door, baby," Steve said softly on the landing upstairs. Val did it without a moment's hesitation. Then he turned toward the closed door of his bedroom. 

From outside, he heard the screech of tires in front of the house. One of Ronnie's much older friends dropping him off. Just in time, too.

Steve shoved open the bedroom door, wondering almost inappropriately why she never locked it. Or didn't she think she had anything to hide? Hell. 

Inside his bedroom, he saw exactly what he expected to see: his wife lying naked in their bed next to another man. A needle was stuck in her arm, and she wasn't moving. Even when Steve said her name, she didn't stir. All the rage and fear and humiliation crumbled inside his head, yet Steve acted by rote. He checked her pulse and found it slow, erratic, barely there. 

Behind him, he heard his son, a twelve-year-old boy with the eyes of an old man, swear. Steve covered Jess before turning to Ronnie and saying with the last vestige of his control, "Call an ambulance." 

The long-haired guy next to Jess stirred. Steve didn't wait for him to come to full consciousness in his own good time. He walked around the bed and yanked the b*d straight up before shoving the clothes he'd gathered at him. "What did you two shoot up?" he demanded, and the creep stumbled, incoherently telling him sheet rock--LSD and crack--as he struggled with his pants.

"Get out. Now." 

As soon as he fled, falling down the stairs judging from the ruckus, Ronnie picked up the phone next to the bed. Steve watched him punch out the number without taking his eyes off his mother for even a second. He summoned an ambulance as though he'd been doing it forever. And he had. He was twelve years old, and he'd done this more times than he could remember. 

Damn you, Jess, how much more? How many times can you put us through this?

He'd known the peace wouldn't last. He'd never believed for a second it would. 

"Daddy?" Val's voice drifted into the room from the hall, and Steve glanced at Ronnie. Even Ronnie's glare at him was familiar, and all Steve could think was that this had to end. All this s*t. Somehow. Soon. 

It had to. 
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"I'm hungry, Daddy," Val said softly. Steve brought his hand to the back of her head, smoothing her pale yellow hair. She eased closer to him on the waiting room chairs, putting her head on his chest.

"I know, baby. It won't be long now. We'll pick up Tom, then go through the drive-thru on the way home. Get anything you guys want."

Small consolation, but their lives were built on small consolations and Steve gave them whenever he could. Maybe it wasn't good for them, maybe he wasn't firm enough, maybe he indulged them too often. He'd never been able to withhold the little joy he could give them. When they looked back at all this when they were older, he hoped they'd remember these things and say it wasn't all bad. 

Glancing across the waiting room of the ER, Steve caught his elder son's dark eyes. Ronnie looked away immediately, hostility so fierce that Steve felt it run through him like a hot knife. He couldn't help Ronnie. It was too late. The damage Jessie had done went too deep to ever bring him back. 

All of his life, Ronnie had seen his mother's insanity--her drinking, her drugs, her cheating. He saw and heard the fights. He saw the way Jessie remained oblivious to his brother and sister. Occasionally, Jess noticed Ronnie--when she needed him. Then and only then. Not a minute sooner. It'd created a vicious cycle in him. He wanted his mother's love more than anything, so he remained loyal to her, making excuses for her bad behavior, even when she ignored and used him. In order for him to remain loyal, her enemies had to become his enemies. Steve had become his own wife's enemy because he hated the things she did, couldn't accept them anymore. He'd spent years trying to get her to change. He'd spent years failing. He'd lost the war for his son as well.

Feeling his continued gaze on him, Ronnie turned to him, his lip curling. "You shouldn't have let her go back to work. You should've let her recover longer."

"She made the decision, Ronnie. I didn't say anything one way or another." Steve heard the desperation in his own voice. He wanted his older son to believe him, just once. To assume the best of him instead of the absolute worst. 

"When do you ever need to say anything to her? She knows what you think of her. She tries so hard to please you, and it's never enough for you."

Swallowing, Steve felt tears sting his tired eyes. 

"Stop defending her!" Val said, her voice watery as she turned toward her brother. "She did it to herself. Daddy tries to help her and she just... She'll never change. Why do you defend her? She doesn't care about you. She hates everyone, but she needs us."

"Val..." Steve started, but Ronnie was already on his feet, stalking out of the room.

Steve's attempt to call him back went unheeded, and he sat forward, his head in his hands. He wanted to let the scream building in his throat out. Let it fill the room, the whole world, until he collapsed under its weight. 

"I hate her, Daddy. I hate her," Val said on a sob. 

"Don't say that, baby. Please don't say that." She was crying again, and he was helpless to her tears. Nothing he did ever mattered. His actions, his words, couldn't change anything. Yet he pulled her into his arms and held her against him.

"I wish she'd die this time," Val whispered, and Steve wanted to scold her and beg her not to voice that ever again. But he understood. God in Heaven, he understood. She wanted this all to end. She didn't want her mom to wake up, leave the hospital saying she'd go to rehab and everything would be all right again soon. A couple weeks later, she'd come home, clean, apologizing and claiming she wouldn't slip up this time. That she'd be a model mother and wife. 

None of them believed her, not anymore, but predicting how long before her restlessness, boredom, and depression took over was impossible. Sooner or later, she'd be back on the drug and booze binges, screwing everybody in sight before she landed in the emergency room. Again. It never ended. 

Valerie wanted all that to end. Steve couldn't blame her for that. While the kids knew what had made their mother the person she was, they couldn't understand it. A part of Steve didn't want them to understand. He'd already lost Ronnie. He wouldn't risk losing Val or Tom. 

Footsteps came toward the waiting room, and Steve turned to see Dr. Harvey coming in with his arm around Ronnie. Steve stood, lifting Val in his arms at their approach. The doctor greeted Val, handing her a lollipop and asking where Tom was. He gave her an extra lollipop to give to him. He'd been handing out lollipops to the kids since they were babies, all at events similar to this, and he hadn't seemed to notice they weren't two feet high anymore. 

"How's my mom?" Ronnie asked, and Steve heard the accusation in his voice as he shot a glare at him. In Ronnie's mind, Steve should have been the first to ask.

"It's touch and go at this point. You know how these things work. Who knows better than you?" 

Steve felt his face flush at the humiliation he knew Dr. Harvey hadn't intended to make him feel. 

"Wasn't she just in here a month, month and a half ago?"

By sheer chance, Dr. Harvey had been working the emergency room that time as well. 

"Rehab didn't take?"

There was nothing to say. Rehabilitation was part of Jessie's cycle. From a doctor's point of view, it had to sound like a waste of time and money. There was no such thing as permanent rehab, not for someone like Jess.

"There's nothing more you can do here tonight, Steve. Why don't you take the kids home? We'll call you if there's any change. Get some rest."

"I wanna see my mom," Ronnie said instantly, predictably.

Dr. Harvey nodded, putting his hand on Ronnie's shoulder. "Sure. But not too long."

"I don't want to go in there, Daddy," Val whispered as soon as her brother followed the doctor out of the room. 

Tom hadn't wanted to be here either. Steve had called his middle son from the house, after the ambulance came and went and before he followed it to the hospital. Tom had said they didn't need him there, he'd rather stay at Aaron's tonight. Steve promised he'd pick him up from his friend's after they left the hospital. He wanted Tom with them tonight. Besides, he'd had a bad feeling about Aaron from the first time he met him and not just because of his foul mouth and nose rings. Tom had agreed to be ready when they picked him up. 

"When can we go home?" Val asked twenty minutes later. Ronnie hadn't come out yet. Steve knew he'd have to go in after him. I don't want to see Jess either. If he could get away with it tonight, despite Ronnie's wrath, he would leave without seeing her. 

At the admitting desk, he asked the nurse--a familiar face--to watch Val for a few minutes. With a sad, pitying look on her face, she said, "Sure. Why don't you come back here, honey?"

Getting Ronnie to leave the hospital without his mother would be hard. It never got any easier because the boys' determination grew almost in sync with his physical growth. At twelve, he was already five-seven and well-muscled. Steve knew it wouldn't be much longer before he'd be using his physical strength to protect his mother. And then what would Steve do? He wouldn't hit his own son to get him in line.

Ronnie stood by his mother's bedside and stoically refused to look up when Steve came in. 

"Ron, Val's tired and hungry. We have to get your brother--"

"I wanna stay with her."

Steve glanced at the wall. He couldn't look at Jess. He knew he wasn't strong enough to see her. If he looked at her, he'd remember she needed him, but he wouldn't remember why. He'd remember being needed to the point where he didn't exist for any other reason. He'd remember he owed her that much. 

"No," Steve said softly. "No, Ronnie. But we'll come back here right after dinner tomorrow. Okay?" When he put his hand on the boy's shoulder, his son shoved away and left the room. 

Closing his eyes, Steve took a deep breath. His mind filled with the memory of a cherub with chocolate brown eyes, a mass of dark hair, always smiling, drooling and trying to satisfy his every curiosity. Ronnie had been exuberant about life back then. He'd loved everyone and everything. When Steve held him, he'd stayed there in his arms. He'd wanted to be there. 

Steve left the room without looking back. Ronnie already had Val by the hand, leading her out of the hospital. 

As Steve drove out of the parking lot, Ronnie said, "I'm gonna quit football."  

Ronnie was in a community football team for kids his age that practiced after school and on weekends. He'd been the first to make the team and probably would be the first to quit as well. Taking care of his mom was his top priority. Besides, sooner or later, Jess would ask him to stop going. 

"You need a life outside the house, Ron," Steve said, knowing anything he said wouldn't mean a damn thing to his son. He'd enjoyed football in high school, purely for the sport of it, not the competition, and Ronnie loved sports.

"Mom needs me. She counts on me."

She's the mother. You're supposed need and count on her. "Don't quit," Steve said simply. 

Ronnie didn't answer. 

The silence in the car continued after Tom got in. Steve noticed he didn't ask about things. He just said he was hungry. At eleven, his middle child was even more withdrawn than Ronnie. Tom spent most of his time in front of his computer or the TV, headphones on to block out everything else. 

Dinner was something Steve could take care of. He could make a meal, set the table, force himself to eat, hoping they'd do the same. Ronnie took his food up to his room, saying he wanted to start his homework. Steve wanted to forbid it, but he had no desire to fight. None of them did. 

"You want me to help?" Tom asked after the meal, and Steve shook his head. "Thanks, buddy. I'll take care of it. You got homework?"

Tom shook his head, muttering, "Did it at school."

He never seemed to have homework, always said he did it at school. He appeared to make no effort based on an avid disinterest in school, but Steve couldn't lecture him for it since he got B's easily enough.

Steve kissed the top of Tom's head and noticed the length of his hair. The smell of smoke in it. He didn't mention either. Despite his middle son's seeming obliviousness to most of life, Steve knew Tom was sensitive. Getting on him about his homework would make him withdraw even more. Even saying a haircut was in order might hurt his feelings. Asking him if he'd been smoking would be worse. Maybe Aaron's parents smoked. 

Sullen as usual, Tom got up from the table and went to the living room. A minute later, the TV blared. 

"Will you help me with my homework?" Val asked. She'd barely eaten anything. From the time she was born, she'd been apathetic about food. She barely ate enough to keep herself alive. She was much smaller and frailer than most of her classmates, so pale that her veins stood out starkly beneath her skin and her lips always looked blue. Her brown eyes looked huge within her tiny face. 

Helplessly, Steve looked at her sipping her milk because he'd asked her to drink all of it, and he suddenly wanted to get the kids together, get in the car and go. Anywhere. Never look back. His hands tightened so hard on the back of the chair, he was afraid he wouldn't be able to disconnect from the reckless feeling inside him. 

He'd brought his kids to this. He'd been the one to go against everything he knew was right because he couldn't say no. He couldn't resist temptation. He'd told himself it was okay because he could be everything Jessie needed. Now Ronnie was caught in the same net he'd been ensnared in. Tom wanted to avoid the world so no one and nothing could hurt him, ever. And Val was afraid of the world. She was helpless in it, and the demons around her tormented her night and day. The only way out for all of them was the one thing he couldn't allow himself. They suffered for that inability as much as he did.

"Daddy?"

He needed to clean the kitchen, get laundry started, or he'd never get any sleep tonight. But he said, "Yeah. Yeah, baby. Whatever you need."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"How will I get through my life without you, Kris?"

Kristina Ingram smiled at Curtis, a college kid on the edge of real manhood. He graduated next summer. Just five months ago, he'd been referred anonymously to the Drug Crisis Center and had come willingly. He'd gotten to the college on a scholarship, but only came because of it. His problems at home had led him to alcohol and drugs. He'd managed to get by most years, despite all his troubles. Now, for the first time in years, he was clean, sober, his GPA was 3.7, and he was headed in a firm direction. 

Well in advance of his graduation, Kristina felt it necessary for him to discontinue his frequent visits to her office. Right now, he was relying on her for his courage. Every problem he faced sent him here, seeking reassurance and the resolution to go back out and face life all over again. He needed to find his own courage before he went out on his own.

"Curtis, you don't need me. I know you think you do. But you have everything you need to get by inside of yourself." 

"No." He shook his head, his bound dreadlocks remaining in place. "I ain't got nothin'."

Kristina walked around her desk and shifted things back so she could lean on the edge. "You don't have anything, Curtis? You don't have good grades? You don't have job prospects when you graduate?"

He grimaced. "You know what I mean."

"Are you the moron your mother thinks you are?"

His young face went hard as stone. "No."

"Are you the deadbeat loser who'll never amount to anything, the way your father says?"

On an exhale, he nodded. "Yeah, I see what you're sayin'."

Outside her open door, Kristina saw Steve approach, then back off when he saw she wasn't alone. Suddenly, she couldn't breathe and her mind went blank as she realized he'd come to her. He'd come to see her. Talk to her. 

Feeling her hands tremble, she put them behind her back. In a few minutes, he would occupy the small space of her office with her. He would be close enough to... If all she could do was look at him, that would be enough. 

With effort, she swallowed against the dryness in her mouth she hadn't noticed before, then turned back to Curtis. "You have everything you need, Curtis. You know these things about yourself. Nothing else matters. No one can take them away from you unless you let them. But right now you need to stand on your own. You don't need me anymore. That's good news. "

"Well, don't you...?" 

He glanced away as if embarrassed, and Kristina felt the twinge of betrayal she always did when she had to tell someone she needed to keep a professional distance. He believed he was in love with her, just like many of her male cases had in the past five years she'd worked here. She was one of the few people who took an interest in them, cared about them, and encouraged them to live up to their potential. Curtis would realize on his own, after he'd been away from here for a few months, that his love amounted to gratitude. 

He rose suddenly, and Kristina stepped forward and took his hand. "Believe in yourself, and you can do anything. I know it and you know it, too. Good luck."

"Thanks, Kris. For everything."

She nodded, smiling and feeling tears sting behind her eyes. She'd worried all night how this would go down. In the past, it usually hadn't ended well.

As Curtis left, Kristina reached up to feel her hair, make sure it was in place, and to push her over-sized glasses up on her nose. 

Steve appeared in her doorway again, and she knew immediately he hadn't slept much and something was very wrong. Her first instinct was to grab hold of him and to try to take as much of his pain inside of herself as she could. The instinct was one she had to tamp down on constantly with this man. 

To give herself some distance, she smiled, welcomed him warmly, but pivoted away. "Would you like a cup of coffee?" 

A million times, she'd wondered if she was just contradictory as all get-out, or if he was. Never before had she met a man so impossibly attractive who looked like hell so much of the time. He always looked like he'd gone ten rounds with a ruthless opponent. Yet he was so beautiful, so gentle, so sweet and sexy--

Behind her, she heard him sigh. She looked over her shoulder at him.

"Oh..." She slammed down the coffee carafe, ran to her door, shut and locked it, then flew to him. 

He sat on the couch with his hands in his hands, sobbing like she'd never heard a man do before in her life. He held it all. Forever, he'd just held it all until she'd wondered how he could even stand, let alone keep it bottled up. 

"Oh, Steve, what happened?" 

What was appropriate here? She didn't care, not when he was like this. She'd never seen him fall apart. She knelt before him and put her arms around his shoulders, holding him against her securely. 

He'd told her about his wife--her drinking, drugs, infidelity. How she didn't seem to care about her own children one iota, leaving them unattended without a single thought to the consequences. He didn't need to say a word for Kristina to know he'd gone home last night--not to a loving wife who would congratulate him on his achievements--but to his unsupervised children, his unblushing bride beside another man in their bed and drugged to the hilt. His wife had no doubt spent the night in the emergency room while Steve spent the night taking care of everyone and everything, trapped in his own personal hell. 

The b*h. 

Kristina didn't think about the irrationality of hating a woman she'd never met, especially hating her to the extreme level she hated Jessie Nelson-Thomas. The irony was, of course, that she worked with drug addicts, or former drug addicts, on a daily basis. She understood the mind of an addict. Yet she felt not one ounce of sympathy for Steve's wife. No matter how many times she lectured herself for her own illogical attitude, she couldn't rid herself of it in Steve's. 

"I can't..." he uttered, his voice hoarse from fatigue and grief. "I can't take this anymore. I can't. But there's nowhere to turn. No way out."

Leave her. Leave the selfish whore! That's the only way out. You know it, but for God only knows what reason you refuse to take it. 

She held him, stroked his tangled hair, murmuring comfort that would never be enough--for either of them. He allowed all of her caretaking, and she could only believe he needed it and it eased his pain. She didn't allow herself to believe no one else would comfort him the way she did. 

When she couldn't see out of her glasses for her own tears, she squeezed her eyes shut. "I wish I could help you and your children, Steve. I wish I could do something, anything to make the pain go away for you."

When she realized her heart screamed for him to put his arms around her, too, do more than simply allow this support, she hated herself for her selfishness. Steve lived his life in a black hole of misery. He didn't know comfort. He knew cold loneliness, rage, fear, and grief. Whatever got him and his children through. Whatever helped his kids cope without falling apart so completely, he'd never be able to put them back together. He was so lost in his torment right now, he probably didn't feel her at all. 

Somewhere in the distance, a bell went off. He drew back from her instantly as if he'd been roused from sleep. 

"I've got a class." He stood, wiping his hands over his face, which looked ten years older than it had last night. 

Kristina shot to her feet, halting him with her hand on his arm. He refused to look her in the eye, and it made her want to scream, Never be embarrassed to show me your emotions! You don't have to feel that way with me. "Come to my apartment. Tonight. Have dinner with me. We can talk," she said.

As if he couldn't breathe, he said, "I can't."

"Then just come over. Anytime. You need to talk to someone, Steve." He knew where she lived, just blocks from here, though he'd never been to her apartment. He knew her home phone number, too. She'd found an excuse to give him all that information long ago.

He shook his head, moving toward the door. "Kids. I have to..." He fiddled with the lock for a second, then turned back, not meeting her gaze again, and said, "Thanks." 

Kristina followed him to the doorway, saying quickly, "I'm always here if you need me--"

She wanted to tell him that wherever she was, he could contact her. Whatever time it might be. But he was already walking away, down the hall, holding it all inside again. 

Slipping off her glasses, she pressed her fingers against her eyes to stop her tears. Her action didn't help. She closed her door as the first sob slammed into her chest. 

"Come to my apartment."

"Have dinner with me."

"Leave your wife."

Why not "I love you; there's nothing I wouldn't do for you, Steve Thomas"? Add that to the list of things I've never said to you and thought I never would. 

Kristina had never asked Steve to her apartment or out to dinner because he was married. He and his wife had three children. He would never leave Jessie, regardless of what low-down, horrendous thing she might do--and had already done, frequently--to him. 

He would have rejected me. He did reject me. But she found herself not sorry she'd asked him those things. Maybe someday he'd feel he had nowhere else to turn and come to her again. 

When she realized she was about to launch into another private lecture about wanting what she couldn't have and being a friend to Steve was what she could have, if she could just keep her own emotions in check, Kristina forced herself to sit at her desk. 

She'd come to work for Eisner University's Drug Crisis Center five years ago. She knew Steve had been on the tenure track as an assistant professor in the Music Department since he'd attended this college as a student. They'd met in the parking lot the two buildings shared only days after her first day of work. 

She'd never forgotten a moment of their first meeting. It'd solidified her decision to go against her father's wishes for her to become a lawyer. He'd never forgiven her for her major in education and minor in counseling. She'd been offered better positions inside and outside Wisconsin, but she'd never considered them. She'd realized, after many years away, how much she loved her hometown of Milwaukee. Besides, she'd missed her mother. 

After rubbing her glasses dry with a microfiber cloth, Kristina told herself she was hopeless. 

"What's a head case like you doing counseling other people? Yeesh." The self-accusation sounded loud in the silence of her office. Embarrassment filled her, but when she noticed her shirt was wet with Steve's tears, she nevertheless pressed her hand to those tears and closed her eyes to savor the memory. He'd come to her. Life wasn't fair to him. She would take his pain if only she could. Nevertheless, she couldn't help the tiny bit of happiness she felt. Steve had come to her. He trusted her with the hurt in his life. 

Another sob worked its way up from the depths of her soul into her throat, making her shake at its force and wrap her arms around herself. Lord, let me love him, even if from afar. That's all I want. 

Then she subjected herself to the old lecture about being content with what she could have of the man who unknowingly owned her heart.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"You guys almost done or what?" Ronnie demanded, as if he'd spent hours waiting impatiently for them. They'd entered the restaurant less than fifteen minutes earlier and their orders had arrived barely two minutes ago. 

Steve kept himself in check, just like he had that morning when the school called him to say Ronnie had disappeared after second period. Figuring out where he'd gone didn't take Steve longer than a second. Ronnie had gone to the hospital. Steve left the college in the middle of a lecture to get his son back in school. Neither of them had said more than a dozen words during that episode. They'd been through the same thing enough times that the lectures had been memorized. 

Steve had come home a lot earlier than usual to take the kids out to eat, just like he'd promised. Ronnie was more interested in the promise of seeing his mother than in the prospect of eating dinner. Tom ignored his brother, the way he usually did, and Val told him to shut up while she moved her food around her plate without interest.

"Look, I want to tell you guys something," Steve began, too aware of the fact that most people would greet his news with happiness, even gratitude. He didn't know how his kids would react. Maybe he did know after all. 

He'd started college after high school more to please his old man than himself. He'd wanted to be in a band, be a rock star and make millions. The summer between high school and college had proved he wasn't ready for that goal. His band's demos had been rejected everywhere. He'd started giving music lessons in college to make money. Until he gave up his dream to be a famous musician and took his sister's advice, he hadn't realized teaching was what he was meant to do. 

Getting on the tenure track hadn't been easy when he had three kids before he turned twenty-nine years old. But he'd done it all because it kept him sane. He'd gotten his BA in four years, master's in two and completed his doctoral program five years later. At thirty-seven, he barely remembered most of the time or the work that went into it. He'd done it like it was something that needed to be done and he did what needed to be done, always, end of story. Besides, it paid the bills, ones that piled up constantly because his wife couldn't seem to get her head on straight. 

He'd dragged the kids to a lot of recitals, a lot of concerts. He'd worked a lot of hours at the college and after the kids were in bed every night. Getting tenure and making Associate Professor wouldn't mean simply more money. They would know it'd mean working toward full professorship. Between preparing and teaching courses, lectures and seminars or overseeing his assistants for those things, recitals, concerts and productions, his own private research and rehearsing, preparing his application for professorship... No, his home life wouldn't get any easier. 

The tension around the table increased as they all looked at him. He wanted to smile, to say, "Hey, don't look like that. It's good news," but he wasn't sure they'd agree with him.

"I got tenure. I made Associate Professor."

Looking at each of them, he could see they didn't register the importance, so he kept talking. He couldn't help downplaying the ramifications. The last thing they needed was a major change in their lives right now. Their life had been unstable forever. They wouldn't want to hear it might get worse. "It means more money. Probably the same hours. It probably won't change much. Just my status there." 

"Good deal," Tom said softly, surprising Steve and making him want to reach across the table and hug him for all he was worth. 

Then Ronnie spoke, bitterness lacing every spit-out word. "Yeah. For him. It's all he cares about. His g*n career. While Mom's in the hospital."

He'd expected Ronnie's reaction, but it didn't make it any easier to hear. 

"She put herself in the hospital. She's stupid," Val said.

Ronnie's fist impacted with Val's arm before Steve could stop it. In another second, she burst into tears. "You big jerk! I hate you!" Everyone around them stared. He wanted to take back his news or walk out as fast as he could go. 

"Don't hit your sister," he said to Ronnie, more calmly that he felt. "You've got a problem with me, deal it out to me. I'll take it."

Ronnie didn't say anything, just sat glaring down at his empty plate. 

"My job is my job. I don't control your mother." There's not a person on earth capable of that, not anymore. "This won't change anything, you guys. I promise." He'd keep that promise if it killed him.

In the silence that followed, Steve forced himself to eat, although he'd long lost his appetite. He had to set a good example for the kids, but mealtimes always seemed to feel like this. Awkward and stressful--like a chore that made him want to go hungry instead of facing it. But they needed stability, and eating was one of the few things they all did together. 

"Twelve years old and whipped by your own mom," Tom said under his breath, choice phrases stolen from his new best friend Aaron, no doubt. Ronnie would have punched him, too, if Steve hadn't grabbed his arm. As Ronnie swore at Tom, Steve wondered what everyone around them was thinking. But he already knew that. They thought, Bad father; can't even control his own kids. His private thoughts paralleled--Bad father; can't even help my own kids.

Valerie cried through the rest of the meal and begged Steve not to make her see her mother. He wondered if not forcing her to would make him an even worse father. 

After they arrived at the hospital, they talked to the doctor, then all went into Jess' room together. She was doing well, she was awake, but she didn't want anything to do with them. When Ronnie said, "The doctor says you won't be in here long this time. Just a day or two, and then we can bring you home," she ignored him completely, turning away.

Steve's coldness toward her surprised him. It seemed to grow each time they revisited this scene. He used to forgive her completely, unconditionally because he was so damn glad she was alive. What else mattered? Lately, he talked to her, told her to get better, said all those things he no longer meant, while the anger remained just under the surface. 

Now he felt so angry, he didn't want to look at her. He didn't want to talk either. He allowed Ronnie to say all the things he used to say. He held Valerie, who kept her face turned to his chest. Tom stood off to the side, wordless and uncomfortable, his blond head down. None of them wanted to be here, none of them except Ronnie. 

Steve watched his older son, saw the desperation in his eyes as he tried to get his mom to acknowledge him. She stared blindly at the TV, her thick, auburn hair tangled around her face and spilling carelessly down her back. He recognized her blank expression as one of severe depression. She was so far down, she probably didn't even hear Ronnie's voice. 

It didn't change Steve's rage. All she had to do is say one word to her son--one word--and he'd feel whole. But she couldn't even give him that. 

"Ronnie, we need to go," Steve said gently, sure the sound of his voice would infuriate the boy. 

"I wanna stay here."

Tears stung Steve's eyes. She doesn't want you here. She doesn't want you. From the very beginning, the moment she realized she was pregnant, she'd hoped to spontaneously abort. She'd felt even less for the last two children. He'd been fully aware she'd bore them simply to hold onto Steve for a little longer. She knew he'd take care of them. He'd never leave her if he had something to keep him occupied. 

"You can't stay here, Ronnie. You know that. We can come back tomorrow."

"She needs me."

"She's got doctors and nurses. Come on."

As soon as they got in the house twenty minutes later, Ronnie stalked past them up to his bedroom. Tom followed, and Steve knew he'd play computer games until told it was time for bed. Val asked if she could watch TV after she did her homework, and Steve agreed because he had so much work to do around the house. 

He joined her later, not surprised she'd chosen When Harry Met Sally. Val always chose romantic movies. He found it hard to believe he used to be the same way, once upon a time.

"Daddy, do you think Aunt Wendy and Uncle Paul make a good couple?" she asked, snuggled against his side. She was talking about Steve's sister and her husband, who'd been a life-long friend of his. 

"Yeah."

"I do, too. Were they friends like Harry and Sally were before they got married?"

"Yeah."

"Jack and Rose were friends in Titanic, and Kate and Luc were friends in French Kiss. Then they fell in love and got married."

"More like uneasy alliances in that one," Steve said softly. He stared down into his daughter's tiny, delicately beautiful face that looked more like her mother's every day. She was leading up to something, he knew, something he wouldn't know how to respond to. 

"Do you have any friends that are girls?" 

Steve exhaled. "You know I do. Your Aunt Gwen. Brenda." 

"Brenda lives too far away. Do you think you and Aunt Gwen could ever fall in love?"

Maybe her words were was silly. The whole conversation was, but he didn't find it ridiculous in the least. He was afraid Val would get hurt again, the way she usually did, because she infallibly reacted with her heart instead of her head.

"You know your aunt is like a sister to me, baby. She was married to your mom's brother."

"But he died."

Steve raised his face to the ceiling, trying to tamp down on the emotions that felt too close to the surface today, where he couldn't control them. When he could get himself to look at his little girl, he said in barely a whisper, "I'm already married."

Val shook her head. "You're in a prison, Daddy. You're not in a marriage."

She left the room, and Steve leaned forward, grabbing his hair in two fists. For a long minute, he couldn't control the laughter that bled through his teeth. 

Eight years old. How could she know what his life had felt like for the past almost half his life? 

A prison. A prison of endless nights, waiting for Jess to come to him, knowing she would eventually because he was her safety net. He still remembered the emotion that coiled inside him whenever he saw her in the beginning. It was like a hurricane wrecking havoc on his body, from head to heart to... Yeah, there, too. He'd been as addicted to Jessie Nelson then as she was addicted to her crash-and-burn cycles now. 

Maybe the worse part of the situation was that she'd known of his addiction to her. He'd given her all the power because he'd been helpless to resist her, even when he realized she gave everyone else the love he needed. She expected to find him waiting, taking care of things, being faithful to her. If he felt empty, lonely, hurt, it was his own problem. After all, he'd known what he was getting into from the very beginning. 

He couldn't deny that. But the truth didn't make his loyalty any easier to manage when she finally came back around--no warning, no excuses, no explanations, with that g*n how-dare-you expression or the please-forgive-me one. He'd never been able to decide which one was worse. In the end, they both made him feel like his love was worthless until she wanted it, then and only then. 

Sometimes he fought it. He wanted to tell her to go to hell. Fight your own battles. I'm through. I can't do it anymore. We've already lost, a million times over. There's nothing left to fight for. He was weak. He'd always been that way with her. He'd let her make love to him. He'd listened to her issue a thousand promises, ones he never believed. He'd never been surprised when she left him and broke a thousand and one promises the next time. 

A prison. That was exactly what his marriage had become. Only there was no way out of this one. 

"Do you have any friends who are girls at the college?" Val asked after her bath, while she had a snack before bed. She picked up the conversation like they'd been having it the whole time, and Steve felt so raw he could barely think. 

"What do you want me to do, baby? Tell me. What are you getting at here?"

Her eyes widened with uncertainty before she looked down at the nibbled apple in her hand. "I was just... Me and Tom talked about it. We both said it'd be okay with us if you did. We'd be on your side. I know Ronnie wouldn't--"

Steve reached for her hand, and her gaze shot up to his. "If I did what, Val?"

Pursing full lips tinged blue, she said softly, "Don't be mad. Tom said not to tell you what we talked about 'cause you might get mad. But you can get a divorce if you want. You don't have to stay married to her for us."

He'd never talked about his marriage to the kids before. He'd certainly never believed they might have talked about it together. Divorce...

Leaning forward, he pressed his mouth to her cold palm. "It's not that easy, baby." He enclosed her tiny hand between both of us. "I want you guys to be happy. I want you to have a mother. But it's not that simple."

"Then why do you stay with her? Why do you care at all? She only likes you when she needs something. She doesn't care about us, not even Ronnie."

He'd prayed never to have this conversation with his kids. He wanted to just pull her into his arms, hug her and say it'd be okay. He'd take care of things. It was how he'd handled everything up to this point. 

"Tell me why you stay. Please."

Steve shrugged. "She's been through a lot. You know she has. Her parents... You know her brother died. He was everything to her. I don't know if she'll ever get over his death. I don't know if I ever will." He'd said the same words at least a billion times over the years. When it came to Jess, they were the only ones he truly believed. Yet they sounded hollow when he handed them to Val.

Apparently she heard the hollowness as well. "But that was like a hundred years ago!"

"Thirteen years. Time doesn't fix some things, baby. It's not that simple."

"I think there's something you're not telling us. Is it that bad?"

Steve stared down into her face, brushing her long, baby-fine hair, already dry, back from her forehead and shoulders. To her mind, everything was simple. Something was confusing, you explained it. Something broke, you got a new one. Something hurt, you hid from future pain. But she knew about demons showing up out of nowhere, finding you no matter where you hid and no matter how you tried to explain them away. She knew about all that. And Steve blamed himself for it. He didn't know how to help her either. 

"It's almost nine, Val. School tomorrow. Come on."

He read to her for a while in her purple and white room loaded with young adult romance books and stuffed animals, then stayed with her until she fell into light sleep. She woke as he tried to slip out the door, and he had to reassure her over and over that if she needed him he'd be right there. 

Giving Tom and Ronnie the five-minute knock, he went down to fold a load of laundry. Tom still sat at his computer when he came back. Steve slid the headphones from his ears, saying, "Come on, buddy. Time for bed." Tom grumbled but shut down his computer while Steve put away his laundry. 

Once he was in bed, Steve couldn't help thinking his son looked like a little boy--one who faced too many adult things. He kissed his forehead. If he was stronger he could ask Tom about the things Val brought up. He couldn't do it. He just said, "I love you, buddy."

Ronnie's light was off, definitely not like him since he usually required a couple five minute warnings before he finally went to bed. After setting down the laundry basket, Steve turned the dimmer switch up a notch. 

He'd used the trick enough times himself as a kid to recognize that the lump under Ronnie's covers wasn't his son. Steve's heart skipped a beat as he whirled, tripping over the basket in the hall. He grabbed the phone in his room a minute later. Somehow Ronnie had called a friend for a ride and sneaked back to the hospital. 

Steve's frustration warred with his terror that his son had left here by himself. How had he gotten out of the house without Steve seeing or hearing him? Most of Ronnie's friends were high school seniors, so he always had a ride when he wanted one, but Steve didn't like the idea of him unsupervised in a city like Milwaukee. The hospital was only ten, fifteen minutes away by car. Maybe he'd walked, and that thought was worse.

The hospital confirmed Ronnie's presence and told him to hold on. A few minutes later, Steve's sister-in-law Gwen got on the line. "Hi, Steve. Ronnie is here. I was going to call you in a few minutes. I knew as soon as I saw him here he hadn't told you he was going."

Steve closed his eyes as his heart struggled to return to normal rhythm. "What are you doing there so late?"

"I had a feeling I'd be needed," Gwen said, and he felt her smile through the wires. Gwen believed herself to be psychic. She called it "seeing it in her mirror". While Steve didn't put much stock in stuff like that, he couldn't count the number of times he'd found himself believing she possessed more than mere good intuition. "We'll bring him back to you on our way home."

"Thanks, Gwen."

Short of padlocking all the doors of his house from the inside, Steve didn't know how to keep Ronnie from leaving anytime he felt like it. Forbidding it wouldn't work. It never had. What could he do?

An hour later, Gwen brought home Ronnie. Accepting Gwen's hug after Ronnie stalked inside and raced up to his room, Steve thanked her for bringing his son home. 

"Don't blame yourself," she said softly, and he could barely get himself to meet her eyes. Instead, he greeted her daughter, Allison, who was the same age as Ronnie, and never failed to amaze him how much she looked like both her mother and father. 

"They moved Jessie to a regular room," Gwen told him.

Steve nodded uncomfortably. He felt as though Gwen knew his anger was greater than his forgiveness this time, knew he didn't want to deal with Jess' bulls*t this time. 

"We'll go so you can talk to him." Gwen hugged him again, saying, "It's all right. What you feel is all right, Steve." 

He didn't have a single doubt she did know what he felt. Only it didn't seem all right to him. Jessie was sick. She had some kind of disease or disorder or something that drove her to this point over and over. What kind of person would harbor anger for someone who was sick? Even with the validity of Jessie's illness, so often now Steve came back to the fact that her scars were no excuse. Like he'd told Val, it wasn't that simple.

When he went up to Ronnie's room, his son was already in bed, lights out, turned toward the wall. Steve spoke into the darkness. "I don't want you to leave the house like that again, Ron. I need to know where you are and where you're going. When I came up here and found you gone, I was terrified. Anything can happen out there. I can't protect you if I don't know where you are."

"You knew where I went," Ronnie scoffed without moving. "If you'd just let me stay there, I wouldn't have to sneak out."

"It doesn't matter if I did know where you were. I love you, and I don't want anything to happen to you."

Ronnie chose silence, and Steve bled in it. 

In the darkness of his own bedroom, he thought about the irony that Val and Tom claimed they'd be okay if he divorced their mother. And Ronnie would never forgive him for as long as he lived. 
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"Daddy!"

Steve had already left his bedroom before he was fully awake. It was the third time he'd gotten up that night at Val's cry. This time, it took longer to soothe her back to sleep, and he knew he wouldn't be able to sleep anymore that night. He'd gotten used to less than four hours of sleep a night, first waiting for Jess, then taking care of the kids. Valerie had been having nightmares, or whatever it was that woke her so often each night, for as long as he could remember. Recently, she'd admitted that a witch haunted her dreams, but she never wanted to talk about it beyond that. 

He went downstairs to the cluttered living room that doubled as his office--a room that might have been spacious if not for all that was expected of it. Crammed inside was an upright piano, entertainment center, his desk and laptop along with a sofa bed, two chairs, a coffee table and two end tables covered with mail and magazines. 

Turning on the small piano light, Steve sat before the keys without making any motion to play. 

"Come to my apartment. Tonight. Have dinner with me. We can talk."

Steve remembered the words suddenly. The person who'd said them appeared in his mind. He'd spent most of the day trying to avoid. That godawful embarrassing memory this morning, in Kristina's office. Originally, he'd intended to talk to Daniel Cook, the department chair, but somehow his feet had taken him across the parking lot to the Drug Crisis Center. 

The only people on the campus who knew about his home life were Daniel and Kristina. Daniel had been his mentor as long as he'd been at the college. Talking to him was natural. Yet he'd gone to Kristina this morning, bawled like a baby in her arms.

He'd confided in her briefly in the past. He'd never fallen apart in front of her. Daniel had never even witnessed that from him. And Daniel certainly wouldn't have reacted the way Kristina had. 

His throat felt tight as he remembered the feel of Kristina's arms around him, holding him to her breasts. Deep down in a place inside himself that he didn't know well enough to trust, he understood he'd gone to her because she would comfort him the way she had. He'd needed comfort. Her comfort. All his friends, his relatives--they all knew Jessie. They knew what she'd been through. He'd always had to assume that their sympathy for both him and Jessie was equal. 

Kristina was the only person in the world who sympathized with him and only him. She'd never met Jessie, never even commented on his wife and the things Steve had told her about their marriage. Yet he knew he could count on Kristina's sympathies resting solely with him. 

Steve leaned his head against the wood of the piano and allowed himself to remember her selflessness toward him today. She'd cried with him, for him. How could one person be so altruistic? 

He understood it because the trait ran in his family. Both he and his sister suffered from Good Samaritan Syndrome often. No, actually he and Wendy were more like addicted to helping people who couldn't or wouldn't help themselves. Kristina seemed to want to help everybody. It was one of the things Steve most liked about her. The kids on the campus loved her. Even those without drug and alcohol problems went to her because she was the best to talk to. She really cared about them. People weren't just cases to her. 

Kristina Ingram was a good person. In some ways, she reminded him of Jessie's brother, Tommie. Tommie had been the one to fix the problems in their group of friends, to talk them down if they were on the edge, to give them what they needed to believe in themselves. Kristina was like that. But Steve wasn't her patient. Why did she do it for him? 

He'd confided in her a number of times, but he'd never felt he had the right to ask her about her life. Her private life. He'd wondered about it anyway. She wasn't married, he knew that much. He assumed she dated because she was nice, sweet and beautiful--something she tried and failed to hide from her patients at the Center by putting her hair up, wearing neutral clothes and those over-sized, purple framed glasses that slid down her nose every five minutes. She was just a friend, all he could ever feel for her with his life as crazy as it was. But he wondered about her sometimes. 

He'd also wondered what she thought of his life. He'd never asked and she certainly hadn't offered her opinion. She was a counselor, but she was also sensitive enough to help only when someone asked. 

I've known her for five years, but I don't know the first thing about her. 

"Then just come over. Anytime. I'm always here if you need me."

Ah hell, why am I even thinking about this? About her? Jess is in the g*n hospital again, and I don't know if I can take her back this time. But I can't leave. You want to think, think about that.

He turned, leaning toward his desk to open his laptop, all the while damning himself for wishing he was free to go to Kristina's, where he was accepted, where someone cared about him. 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

A noise in the living room had Kristina shooting to her feet, yanking off the soiled yellow latex gloves she wore to scrub her oven. Her heart beat wildly as she rushed through the swinging door of her kitchen, into the living room and to the front door. When she used the peephole, she was embarrassed to realize she'd imagined it. She'd wanted it to be true so badly, she'd heard what she wanted to hear. 

Just to be certain, she unlocked the door and peered out into the hall. At two-thirty in the morning on a weekday, the quiet in the halls of the apartment build was almost surreal. Disappointed, she relocked her door and leaned against the solid oak with a groan. 

Had she considered for one moment Steve might take her up on her offer? He had three kids not even in their teens yet. While she suspected he retained a support group of sitters for them, since he was the only parent who worked and cared for the children, he would never come here this late. 

He'll never come here period. Accept it.

When her cat, a Maine Coon that looked like a giant yellow tabby, came out of the bathroom, Kristina realized what she'd heard that she'd mistaken for a knock at her door--her cat had flushed the toilet. Katrina chirped softly at her. The director at the Center had given Kristina the feline after concluding she wasn't a cat lover any more than she was a rabbit, fish, or bird lover. 

Trina sat staring at Kristina, blinking her green eyes tiredly. 

"Did I wake you, princess?" Kristina asked, and Trina chirped again at her before coming to curl around her legs once. Then she walked back to the bedroom, where she'd curl up on the bed lazily until breakfast-time.

Kristina sighed before going back into the kitchen to finish cleaning the oven. Bet Steve's wife never wakes up at all hours of the night and organizes or cleans her house instead of sleeping. Women like Jessie sleep like the dead because they never sleep alone. 

While Kristina had never met Steve's wife, and had absolutely no desire to, she'd seen the woman in magazines. She'd wanted to hate Jessie thoroughly from the first time she'd heard of her, hate her right down to her looks. Unfortunately, Jessie Nelson-Thomas was a woman few females liked for the sole reason they could never compete. Jessie was nothing short of drop-dead gorgeous, every inch of her. If Steve could be considered purely superficial--and maybe at one time in his life he had been--Kristina understood what attracted him to his wife so irresistibly. Assuming that attraction must have worn off, she couldn't understand why he stayed, even if Jessie's behavior was beside the point. 

Steve was a man in a rare class by himself. He loved his children completely and unselfishly. They always came first with him. She'd wondered endlessly what kind of a person he'd been before Jessie scarred him so deeply. She imagined him as romantic, kind, gentle, generous, just a bit dangerous. 

Maybe she would never really know him the way she wanted to, but a part of her believed she could see into his soul like no one else ever had or ever would. She'd believed that from the very first time she met him. 

As she wrapped a paper towel around her hand and dried the inside of the oven, she wondered if Steve remembered the day they met. She recalled it like it'd happened yesterday instead of five years ago. 

She'd just started working at the Center a couple days before and emerged from work late one evening. Freezing rain came down, and the pavement leading to the parking lot was so slippery she'd stepped carefully. Nevertheless, both of her feet went out from under her without warning. Her purse and tote bag had flown from her hands. 

She supposed now that she'd looked hilarious, but at the time she'd been so totally disoriented by the fall, she didn't collect her thoughts until she heard a voice that pulled her back to reality. 

She'd looked up. Someone stood above her. Tall and muscular--she'd noted his strong physique immediately. His face seemed shadowed and carved from stone. 

Staring up at him, she'd become even more disoriented. Her head spun and she couldn't breathe or form a coherent thought to save her life. 

He asked if she was all right, and she thought, No. How can I be? I'll never be all right again. I've fallen...for you.

He leaned down, and picked up her purse and bag. "You okay, honey?" he'd asked again.

Swallowing with difficulty, she tried to speak something along the lines of 'I'm fine. Thanks for asking.' Instead, she heard the words, "Who are you?" emerge from her mouth. 

"Steve Thomas. Assistant Faculty. Music Department. Think you can stand, or do you need help up?"

Steve Thomas. Assistant Faculty. Music Department. Steve Thomas. Assistant Faculty. Music Department. Steve Thomas. Assistant...

"I think I need help."

As if his feet were unaffected by the sheer ice, his arms slipped around her and she came erect beside him with little or no cooperation on her part. Her feet slid again once she stood, but he caught her easily, holding her against him until she found her own footing. 

When he smiled teasingly, she almost started crying. She'd never been more attracted to anyone in her life. He had shoulder-length, blondish-brown hair that hung around his face, as if he didn't care how he looked. He had more important things to worry about. Yet the carelessness made him look rakish and sexy. Five o'clock shadow followed the strong line of his jaw while thickly tracing his full lips. His brown eyes were haunted yet kind. They made him look old in a sad way, as though life had been hard on him and he carried the weight of the world, despite how heavy it'd become. 

"Maybe I should walk you to your car."

She forced herself to laugh, nodding despite the fact that she never wanted to move from this place. The feel of his arms around her, the hard lines of his body against hers, had to be the most perfect union she'd ever experienced. 

He kept his arm around her as they walked slowly to her car. 

"I'm Kristina. Kristina Ingram. I'm a counselor at the Center. I just started a couple days ago."

He nodded, but she could tell he wasn't paying that much attention to it because he figured he'd probably never see her again after this. 

At her little Toyota, she reluctantly took her bags from him. She thanked him and they laughed a little bit more. She memorized as much of him as she could. His black leather jacket, black jeans, dark green shirt. The lines that bracketed his nose and mouth. The flare of his nostrils. Steve Thomas. Assistant Faculty. Music Department.

He'd said goodbye, again with that air of finality, and closed her car door. She breathlessly watched him walk to his car before she started her own and drove away at a snail-pace. She'd stared after him until he disappeared from her rearview mirror. Then she re-lived the feel of his strong arms around her, his body against hers, something her mind went back to so often she might never forget. 

He must have seen me fall the second he walked out of DeSmet Building, she'd realized then. Instead of being embarrassed, she'd thanked God profusely for the rest of that nearly sleepless night. 

She'd never been the type to go out of her way to meet men, talk to them or get them to notice her. She didn't know how to do those things. With Steve, she didn't feel she had a choice. Her heart had chosen him from the minute she laid eyes on him, since he'd literally blocked the sun out with his presence in her life. 
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