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When I open my eyes I see only a blurred whiteness, so I blink, confused, until the haze resolves into an airbag beneath my cheek.
Images rush into my mind, scrambled snapshots of my car skidding off the icy road and plunging into trees and darkness, and I jerk upright and grab for the door handle.
Huge mistake. My stomach lurches below my suddenly kilometer-a-second heart and my brain seems to twist and spin in all directions at once.
I collapse onto the airbag and take slow deliberate breaths to force back the panic and nausea. In, hold, out, hold, repeat. At first it dizzies me even more but I persist, counting the breaths in my head and focusing on the numbers, and begin to regain my much-needed control.
Once I reach twenty, I cautiously sit up and run my mind over my body. My head's not spinning any more, and my pounding heart and churning stomach are settling down. Nothing else is clamoring for my attention.
Relief fills me, soothing my insides even more, along with amazement at my luck. I could have been badly hurt, but I've escaped without a scratch. Not wanting to spend another moment in the car, I undo my seatbelt then open my door and swing my legs around to get out.
Unbearable pain rips through my left leg, and the whiteness rises to claim me again.
This time when I return to alertness I don't even consider moving. Instead, I rest on the airbag and try to understand.
I'm still entirely in the car, so my legs obviously didn't swing around before I fainted. But why not?
And what hurt so much? Even with my head down I'm shaking and dizzy, and my whole body's whimpering in sympathy with the fading but still all-too-present pain.
I'm too afraid of another burst of that agony to move, but I eventually realize I'm shaking at least partly because the car's full of cold air and swirling snowflakes, so I gather my strength over several breaths and push away from the airbag.
Once I'm sitting upright and not too dizzy, I pull the door closed then repeat my self-assessment. Considering one body part at a time, not letting myself jump ahead to what I know already, I move both arms then check my head and torso. Some soreness where my seatbelt lay across my chest and hips but nothing seems serious. My right leg works fine. I knew it would.
Both wanting and not wanting to know, I focus on my left leg, which throbs with a sickening sensation somehow both achy and sharp at once. After a few deep breaths to calm my nerves, I take one more and make myself give a tentative pull as I blow out.
Though I can feel my muscles straining, it's like my foot's nailed to the floor. The only response to my efforts is the return of the vicious pain, more tolerable because I'm expecting it but still far too strong. I stop pulling and the pain begins to recede, although it might only be disappearing beneath my rising panic. My leg won't move. Why?
Throwing myself forward against the airbag, I push my hand down my calf until I touch the car. Far sooner than I should have.
I snap myself up again, ignoring the dizziness the sharp movement causes. I can't see much through the windshield, a crazy quilt of broken glass, so I peer out the cracked side window at my car's front corner.
It's crumpled against and around a huge tree, leaving my foot and leg the meat in a car sandwich.
No sandwiches for me. Too many carbs. Giggles shudder through me at the inanity of remembering my diet at a time like this, and soon I'm laughing hysterically and then I'm sobbing. The pain and fear and shock are taking over and I can't hold it together.
Until I slap myself across the face.
The spark of tingly pain clears my head a bit, and I take a deep breath while I can.
"That's enough," I say out loud, and the shock of my own weak and wobbly voice is more sobering than a slap could ever be. I never sound like that. I can't let myself sound like that.
After a few more breaths I repeat, "That's enough," and am pleased with my calmer controlled sound so I keep talking, letting my own words soothe me.
"It's okay. There you go, see? Good girl. No more freaking out. You'll be fine. Sure, you're stuck, and that's scary, but you're all right. Call Dad and..."
I trail off as I look down at the passenger seat where I always leave my cell phone. Nothing there. My eyes scan forward and I see its metallic silver self, glimmering in the faint twilight through the trees, at the car's far corner.
I drive a white Tiburon. It's not a big car. Sandra calls it my go-kart, which is unkind but somewhat accurate. Still, it's a long stretch from where I am to where the phone is.
Assuming it's not broken.
Panic bubbles in me again, like a pot coming to the boil, but I turn off the heat by simply refusing to accept it could be broken. Not possible.
I lean hard to the right and reach for the phone.
Not even close.
I try leaning forward first and then to the right. Under and around the airbag. I even try to pull my right leg over the center console and reach with that, though I know there's no chance. Even Gumby would have trouble reaching the phone with one of his big flexible green feet, and since I haven't done yoga for months I am no Gumby. Every movement sends pain shuddering through my trapped foot, but I can't give up. I need that phone.
After five minutes or so, though, I take a break, try to breathe away the fresh pain in my leg, and make myself think. The phone is apparently not an option. What are my options?
If my car had satellite GPS, and the access to emergency services that goes with it, my unreachable phone would be only a minor inconvenience. But most of my driving is in downtown Toronto, except the occasional three-hour trek north to my parents' place, so I'd decided to upgrade the car's CD player instead. Which isn't much help at the moment.
What would help, a lot, would be freeing my leg, so I take off my mittens and feel around beneath the airbag. When my careful inspection finds nothing I can push away, I take a deep breath and pull back against whatever's holding me. Again, nothing but that disgusting pain and no movement.
Trying to ignore the pain, I pull and pull from every angle I can find until I'm panting and afraid I'll be sick, then admit defeat. I am trapped.
Should I try starting the car? I can't imagine driving with my leg pinned beneath I-don't-know-what, but I also can't bring myself to leave a possible escape method untried so I reach past the big golden "R" keychain I found in my Christmas stocking this morning and take hold of the car's key.
The key turns in the ignition but there's no response. The tree must have crushed the engine, or at least messed it up. I hit the horn, then hit it again and again even though the only sound is my increasingly panicked breathing.
I am out of options.
Excitement floods me, washing away the terror. My laptop. My little laptop that goes everywhere with me, and has a wireless internet connection. I could email someone to come help me.
I reach behind my seat where I always keep my bag. It's not there. I twist around frantically, the pain slapping me again as I jerk my leg, and look into the back seat.
The bag is upside-down on the passenger side floor. I think it's within my grasp.
Don't be out of reach, I plead in my head. Don't be don't be don't be.
I reach back slowly, afraid to lose this hope too, and realize I'm muttering, "Don't be don't be" out loud. I pinch my lips shut to stop the words, then take a deep breath, blow it out, and reach.
I don't quite believe I've grabbed the bag until it's on the seat beside me. My hands are shaking so badly I can barely retrieve and open the laptop, and the few moments the tiny darling takes to boot up seem like forever.
Good news: it's not broken.
Bad news: it can't see any networks.
I refresh and re-refresh the empty network list, trying to keep my mind equally blank. Then I shut down the laptop, close it gently, and slide it back into my bag. I even do up the zipper.
Then I start to shriek.
"Mom Dad Andrew Sandra Bill Ruby someone anyone please God help me I'm scared I'm scared I'm scared I'm sorry I'm scared I'm not ready help me."
I'm pounding on the car door and flailing and jerking in my seat like I'm being electrocuted and the thought that my foot might somehow slip free makes me flail more even though the pain makes me shriek more, and I shriek and flail and pound and shriek until I catch sight of myself in the rear-view mirror.
My own insanity stops me cold, terrifying me almost more than the situation. I don't panic. I never panic. I plan and I organize and I execute and I evaluate and I stay calm, damn it.
I hold my frantic gaze in the mirror and don't let myself flinch away. I look into my eyes and tell myself it'll be okay, and I say it again and again in my head and out loud until I start to believe it. I will be fine. I'll get out of here. I even manage a smile at the image of my dad teasing me for being a "lousy woman driver" as Mom and I shake our heads in outraged unison.
I might have to wait a while, but I'm okay. Stuck, but not in immediate danger. It's not that cold, and my coat's warm. Someone will see my tire tracks going off the road. Help will come. Of course it will. Besides, as the song says, "Only the good die young."
A little voice somewhere inside picks up the word and whispers, "I'm going to die? Alone?" Since Bill's death, my greatest fear has been dying alone. No one beside me, no way to say goodbye.
"Easy," I say out loud, as if calming Ruby during a vet visit. "Take it easy."
Deep breaths and a little more self-soothing pull me back together and I reach for the laptop again. Might as well work to keep my mind occupied while I wait for help.
My fingers brush against an unfamiliar hard object in my bag beside the water bottle Mom gave me. Unfamiliar, and then achingly familiar, and my eyes are already filling with tears as I pull out one of Mom's kitchen containers, stuffed with several of her big chocolate chip cookies and a note.
"I know you said you couldn't eat these but I couldn't send you home without a little treat. I think you look beautiful, honey. Merry Christmas! Love, Mom"
While my parents ate turkey and mashed potatoes and my mother's delectable stuffing, I choked down a nasty little vacuum-packed diet-plan-approved flavor-deficient turkey dinner. Condemned prisoners get better food for their last meal. Not that I've had my last meal.
My mom thinks I look beautiful. So did Bill. Andrew's made it clear he feels the same way. Even Sandra keeps telling me I look better than I think I do. But in my eyes I'm never good enough. And look where it's landed me.
Misery overwhelms me, and I let a few tears slide down my cheeks. Others join them, and I'm revving up for a good cry but then pull myself together and wipe the tears away with my mitten. I'm being ridiculous. Sure, this isn't how I wanted to spend Christmas night, but I left my parents' place in a blizzard and now I'm paying the price.
The irony of my mother secretly giving me the cookies I fled the house to avoid is not lost on me, and I certainly won't eat them. I have exactly four months until the dress fittings for Sandra's wedding, and I will not ruin my best friend's pictures by being the fat bridesmaid. Been there, done that, wouldn't have fit into the t-shirt.
My mother means well, of course. She really thought I'd be happy she made and bought all my favorite treats and desserts for our Christmas together, and I managed to pretend delight so I wouldn't hurt her. But she and Dad, with their hyperactive-hummingbird metabolisms, could never understand how food can scream so loud in my ears I can barely hear anything else.
Not lucky enough to inherit their lean physiques, I instead got the 'conserve fat at all costs' body of some long-ago relative who faced constant famine. I don't face famine, though. All I face is the prospect of being two hundred and seven point six pounds for the rest of my life. Which is unacceptable.
So I left their house after dinner, despite Mom's fears of night-time winter driving, and headed to my tempting-food-less apartment. But two particularly scary skids on the icy road changed my mind and I turned around to go back. And then I lost control.
Resolve fills me. No eating those cookies. I'll get rescued and then I'll continue with the diet program. Even though it hasn't worked yet. It will. It has to.
I need a new counselor there, of course, but I'll go in next week and say I can't work with Joel any more. I won't admit what happened, but they'll probably know. I'm sure I wasn't the first one. Then I'll tighten up my eating even more, maybe work out twice a day instead of only once, and I will lose forty pounds by Sandra's wedding and everything will be great.
It's a good plan. I just need someone to come find me. Someone will. I'll be saved. How could I not be?
*****
I try playing solitaire on my laptop to distract myself but after barely half a game I quit. I shouldn't be fooling around. My leg's sore, yes, but when I don't move it's only a dull ache so I'm certainly able to be productive. No more games. Work.
One Enchanted Knight is currently the most popular online role-playing game, but we can't relax. If players don't get new places to explore on a regular basis, they wander off to try out the competition and don't always wander back, so my sunken medieval city, our first new area in six months, needs to be amazing.
After my promotion in March, people assumed I wouldn't write code any more, since most team leaders don't, but I couldn't bring myself to stop. I'm good at it, and besides, I love it.
The cold precision comforts me. If a program does something unexpected, I know there's a reason and I know I'll find that reason if I dig deep enough. So many things in life don't make sense to me, especially over this last year, but technology never fails me.
Unless it's a cell phone that's slithered out of my reach.
I push away my annoyance at that thought and try to focus on fine-tuning the intricate details of the game components and how they interact with the players. I can't, though. My attention keeps being snapped back to my predicament, making me recognize it again and again as if for the first time.
I'm stuck, the situation is out of my control, there's nothing I can do.
After fighting myself for ten minutes or so, I close the designs so I won't make a mistake. I've made more than enough at work lately. Only one, actually, but that's still too many. And it was huge. Huge and embarrassing and—
I rub my temples and try to push away the memory. My mistake, witnessed by the whole office on my birthday, did lead to some of the best moments of my life but it's still so horrible to think about. So I won't. But what will I think about?
The obvious choice is another escape attempt. When help arrives, it'll be embarrassing if there's a simple way to free myself I didn't consider. But I already gave my leg some serious pulling, and a lot of pain, and I'm not eager to repeat the experience since my foot didn't shift.
To see if it helps, I try to wiggle my toes. The pain flares to life again, shooting up my leg almost to my knee. It sets my heart racing, and not just because it hurts. It's strange, deep and sharp and—
Something's embedded in my foot.
Adrenaline sends a wave of prickly heat through me before I can tell myself it's not possible. It's just not. If my foot were impaled, it would hurt a lot more. So there's nothing in it. There can't be. End of discussion.
But it hurts enough that I don't want to move it again.
Since I can't get out, I make myself open my file of "stuff to read when I have time", full of complicated technical articles I've been saving for weeks or even months. Knowing they're lurking unread in the laptop makes me feel guilty every night, ashamed of my poor discipline. If I read them all now, I can be proud of myself.
I force myself to stay with it for a while then notice I've read the same paragraph four times and still haven't taken in a word.
Frustration tightens around my chest. I so hate wasting time. I could be here for an hour, maybe even longer, and I should be productive. But I can't make my mind stay focused on work.
My laptop holds my personal plans too, so I open them up and skim through to see what I can do here in the car.
Nothing. Pathetic.
I find the "Friends and Social" section of my life plan and type, pressing the keys a little harder than I need to, "Goal: Always have something entertaining available". When I do my annual review on January first I'll figure out what would entertain me and add tasks to put those things on the laptop.
Should I do the review now? It's a week early, but stuck here with nothing but my foot to distract me, perhaps I can better see where I want the next year of my life to go.
I lean back against the headrest and close my eyes. The only thing I want right now is to be set free. And I can't control that. I hate not having control.
Eyes still shut against the truth of where I am, I let my thoughts drift to Andrew. I so want him to be a huge part of the coming year, and I think he will be. No, I know he will be.
Just the thought of him makes me feel warm and comforted, but I need more so I conjure him up in my mind, seeing his blond hair always in slight need of a comb, the way his blue eyes warm when he looks at me, his lean well-muscled body that can knock a man out but gives the best and sweetest hugs I've ever known. I need one of those hugs right now.
Tears rise again, and I scrub them away, not wanting to let myself sink into unnecessary misery again. I will get his hugs again, and more of his kisses too, so there's no reason to be sad.
My eye burns, and I realize I've probably rubbed mascara into it so I pull a tissue from my bag and adjust the rear-view mirror so my eyes are visible. Once the mascara's gone, I keep looking into my eyes in the mirror. They're a familiar sight: each night I stare into my bathroom mirror and ask myself, holding my own gaze so I can't squirm away from the question, "Did you do everything you could do today?"
Something always makes me say no: a workout cut short, a chocolate from a box passed around the office, an extra break at work. Once I identify what I didn't do, the second half of the routine is planning to correct it the next day. Lengthen my exercise session, cut back my food a little more, come back early from lunch, whatever it takes to make up for what I did wrong. I'm careful to follow through on those corrections, but there's still always something new to fix the next night.
I'll need both the extra exercise and the reduced food tomorrow to make up for today's eating, but if I do my planning now at least I'll be able to say I did one good thing today.
And I need to plan. My poor car is obviously in bad shape and I'll need to get it fixed. It might not even be fixable, and then I'd need a new one, and I'd need a loan...
I type in notes and ideas for a few minutes then give up on that too. As I shut the laptop, utter fury snaps through me at my inability to focus. Sure, my leg hurts, but I thought I was tougher than this.
Andrew reappears in my mind, shaking his head and saying, "Sorry, Rhiannon, you're not a robot" as he has so many times before, and I have to smile. Such a sweetheart. He so doesn't share my planning obsession, or my determination to always be better, but he's a great worker and so much fun.
Maybe I should be thinking about Bill instead. He asked me to marry him just over a year ago, and the anniversary of his murder isn't even two weeks away.
I probably should. But I need happy memories right now, and while I had tons of them with Bill it's so hard to pull them out of my mind. They're trapped behind the tragic part.
Even with Andrew, the bad thing that happened looms large and casts ugly shadows over the beautiful moments. To avoid dwelling on the darkness, I pull up a memory of the night before everything went first wrong and then gloriously right. Wrapping my coat tighter around me, for comfort rather than warmth, I let my mind go to Andrew since my body can't.
*****
Out for dinner, the night before my birthday last week. I didn't tell him it was coming up so he wouldn't feel like he had to get me something. We were in that amazing but awkward phase where we knew we were becoming more than coworkers and friends but hadn't done anything about it yet, a phase made even more awkward by my past, and presents would be complicated.
Seated in a quiet corner of the restaurant, we had a lovely time discussing work and gaming strategies and whether my cat liked him more than she liked me. All our usual topics.
When we were nearly finished, two parents and three kids invaded our peaceful space. The kids weren't so bad, although their seriously piercing voices were too loud for comfort, but their mother was a nightmare.
Her clothes were clearly expensive and those highlights in her hair hadn't come naturally, but her perpetual snarl made it clear everything displeased her. Her words made it far too clear her family displeased her more than anything else.
In the fifteen minutes we spent in her company, we heard over and over how tired and stressed she was, how her kids did nothing to help her, and how her husband was useless and to blame for all her troubles.
Said husband, who looked like he might have been attractive before his life beat him into a dull submission, never spoke, not even when his wife grabbed the arm of a passing pregnant woman and said, "God, honey, I hope it's better for you than it is for me."
The mom-to-be's husband freed her from the mom-who-should-never-have-been's clutches and had the restaurant hostess find them a table in a safer area, and Andrew and I exchanged shocked glances and left an extra-large tip so we wouldn't have to wait for change.
"Besides, they probably won't tip at all," he said once we were on the sidewalk.
"And I bet she'll be totally annoying too. Did you hear her complaining that the lemon slice in her water was too small?"
Andrew buttoned his dark blue wool coat and wrapped a threadbare black scarf around his neck against the sharp wind and the snow whipping around us. "I stopped listening when she told the littlest girl to 'please shut up for one minute for once in your life'."
I looked at the gloves he was pulling on, even more decrepit than his scarf, and made a mental note to get him new stuff for Christmas. With it a week away I'd been agonizing over his gift. This would be perfect: not too overdone and expensive, just something to give him the same warm cozy feelings his presence in my life gave me.
We set off in the direction of his car, a few blocks away, as I said, "Yeah, that was brutal. And why have three if you hate it so much?"
Andrew shook his head. "That's what I kept thinking too. Okay, you didn't know how it would be so one makes sense. Was she fine with two but three were too much for her?"
"Maybe. And I bet those poor kids all figure it's their fault."
"Probably."
We walked in silence for half a block, then he said, "Do you want kids?"
My life plan and its kid-related goal flashed before my eyes. "I'm honestly not sure. I'm my parents' only chance for grandkids, though, which makes it tough. I'm going to decide one way or the other by the time I'm thirty-five."
He nodded. "My sister wasn't sure either. She didn't end up having them, and now she's forty-one and thrilled with her life."
I smiled at him, touched that he hadn't asked my age. We hadn't told each other yet; it wasn't a big secret but it hadn't come up. I liked how he wasn't prying into what I might not want to reveal. It didn't bother me, though, so I said, "I'm thirty-two now." Or I would be in a few hours, anyhow. "So I still have time to make up my mind. What about you?"
"I'm thirty-six."
Not what I meant, but good to know. "Okay, old geezer. And what about the kid thing?"
He bumped his hip into me. "Geezer? That's cold. Colder than this wind. And I'm not sure either. Sometimes I think yes, but all my friends with kids are so exhausted."
"Yeah. Only one of mine has a kid, and she is dead tired all the time but she also seems really happy." I shrugged. "I'd be so afraid I'd mess up."
"No way." He wrapped his arm around my shoulders. "You'd have it all planned down to the last detail. You might turn the kid into a robot, but other than that you'd be fine."
I elbowed him lightly for the robot comment, knowing he both expected and enjoyed my mock outrage at his insistence that anyone with my level of planning, focus, and attention to detail couldn't be human but not wanting to make him think I didn't want his arm around me. "Might be fun to have a robot baby. Less messy, probably. But I do wonder if I'd be any good as a mom. What if my poor kid ended up as obsessive about stuff as I am?"
Andrew pulled me to a halt and turned me to face him. "It'd be lucky. You do amazing things because you're so focused. You stick to that diet when—"
"It's not working?"
"—it's not even necessary, and it would be so easy to quit," he went on without acknowledging me, and a warm glow hummed in my chest at the 'not necessary' comment. "And you work out every day, and you've made huge progress on your new area even with all the other work we've done lately."
I grimaced at his reference to the time we and the rest of the staff had spent hunting down and fixing the sabotages a disgruntled layoff victim had left in her wake. It had been exhausting, but it was also what had drawn Andrew and me together so I couldn't complain too much.
"Plus, I bet you've done lots of stuff at work no one even knows about."
He held my gaze and I fought to keep my face blank. Had he guessed I'd created the database of game information that was making everyone's lives easier at work? I wouldn't admit to it, even if he asked me flat-out: it had amused me to do it anonymously and I didn't want credit, didn't even want the bonus the bosses had offered to the database's creator. It was enough that something I'd created was helping us improve the game I loved.
After a moment, he said, "You'd give everything you had to take good care of your kid. I think you'd be an amazing mother."
I slid my arms around his neck and he pulled me close. We'd hugged several times already but it was still new enough to be exciting. "You'd be the best father ever," I said into his ear.
He tightened his arms around me then leaned back enough to see my face.
My heart picked up speed at the intensity in his eyes. Were we about to have our first kiss? Was I ready? I thought so. My first kiss since—
As he began to lower his face to mine, as I began a moment later to raise mine to his, a crowd of laughing jostling frat-boy types tumbled out of a nearby doorway and crashed into us.
Andrew pulled us to safety. "We'd better get out of here before we get trampled, huh?"
His expression held exactly what I felt: amusement mixed with disappointment. We set off again, and I just knew he'd kiss me when he took me home.
I open my eyes, feeling dazed. That memory was so vivid I actually forgot where I am. The wind snapping its fingers against our faces, the strength of Andrew's arms around me, and my absolute certainty I wouldn't go to sleep that night without knowing how he kissed. I'd been scared, but I'd also wanted it, and I'd been sure it would happen.
But I'd been wrong. He took me home all right, and even came in to give the cat a hug, but Ruby got more action than me that night. He kissed her furry forehead and squeezed her tight, then set her down and hugged me, but he seemed shy and distant and left with only a "see you tomorrow".
I rest my head against the airbag. If he had kissed me then, would everything have been different? Would I have responded differently to Joel the next night? Would I have been better able to handle the worst sabotage of all at work? Maybe.
But maybe things would have been even worse.
I hate maybes. I love plans and certainties and clarity. Since Bill died I've worked hard to lock my life down, to make sure I'm always doing the best I can. I don't remotely think Bill wasted his life, but there were so many things he wanted to do that never happened. I use my scheduling, and my nightly review of everywhere that I've fallen short, to make sure I get it all done.
All? No. Not the one thing I wanted to do the most after Bill. To honor him. To draw some tiny piece of beauty from the horror of what happened to him.
My mind skitters away from a millionth rehashing of Bill's death and bounces around in search of something better to think about.
Andrew. Sandra. My parents. Mom's cookies.
Oh, hell. I've been blocking out their presence but now they're back, dancing around in my head, begging me to eat them. A chorus line of chocolate chip cookies.
One wouldn't hurt, would it?
I visualize the dress Sandra's other bridesmaids picked for us to wear, which I pretended to like too since my other options weren't much better. That sleek gown will show every last cookie I eat, so it would hurt. I can't afford to slack off, even now. I have to focus.
A wave of exhaustion sweeps me. It's so hard to stay focused all the time. I have to, though, because if I relax my control everything will fall apart, and I'll hate myself for letting that happen.
There's such a split in me. I know I do good work. Sometimes I do amazing work. I'm reliable and driven and I don't give up. But no matter what I do, it never feels like it's good enough. I know it's good, but I can't feel it. I've talked to Andrew about it, and Sandra has spent hours trying to help me, but to no avail.
It hits me that I've never really thanked them. They don't understand why I can't let go of my self-flagellation, which isn't a surprise since I don't get it either, but they listened and tried to understand and tried even harder to help me overcome it. I should have thanked them. I should have told them both, especially Sandra with how wonderful a friend she's been for so many years, how much I appreciate them.
I sigh. I won't die here, I know, but if I did there'd be so many things I'd wish I'd said, to Sandra and Andrew and all the other people I care about. So many things, and at the moment there's no way to say them.
No, but I could type them. I check, and my laptop's got just over an hour of battery life left. With my typing speed and accuracy, that's more than enough time to write letters to everyone I know. True, if I get rescued ten minutes from now I'll feel over-dramatic having written my final goodbyes. But nobody needs to know, after all. I could delete the letters.
Delete the things I should have been saying all along?
I promise myself that when I get out I will give what I've written to my loved ones and make sure they know how I feel about them.
When I get out.
I consider another escape attempt but I can't bring myself to do it. Even with the blizzard I saw one or two other cars on the road, so someone will find me soon. Pulling at my leg again won't do any good.
No, I'll wait, and think about the important people in my life and then write their letters. I toy with starting with Andrew but Sandra's been my friend for so long that she deserves to go first. I'll have to think about Bill if I'm here much longer, but I'm not ready yet. Sandra it is.
*****
Sandra's first marathon, back in June, fell on a particularly hot and muggy day. I waited near the finish line, watching people run and walk and stagger the last few feet, and with each finisher I grew more interested in running a marathon myself. Their pain and fatigue should probably have discouraged me, but instead the idea of testing my body and spirit like they were fascinated me.
I'd started running two years before to hang out with my then-boyfriend, and though I still wasn't anywhere close to fast I could go for an hour with no real trouble. Sandra had encouraged me to try the half marathon, but even thirteen miles had seemed insane. Watching these people, though, I could see the appeal.
Then I saw Sandra approaching the finish. Pain clear on her face and in her awkward stride, her sweat-soaked hair clinging to her forehead and cheeks, and such joy and fierce pride shining in her eyes that I could barely breathe. She'd worked so hard, given everything she had, and as I waved and clapped I vowed that I'd be running this race with her next year.
Except I'd given up that dream before it began.
Sandra had gone home to shower and sleep before the celebratory dinner some friends and I had planned for her, then had arrived at the restaurant, her eyes shining in a different way, and announced that she and her long-time boyfriend were engaged.
After a few minutes of hugging and congratulations, she took me into a private corner. "Look, I know it'll be really hard after Bill and I will so completely understand if you don't want to, but would you be my maid of honor?"
As soon as she'd said she was engaged I'd known this was coming, and there was only one answer I wanted to give. "If you can handle me being sad sometimes, I would be thrilled."
She hugged me. "There's nobody I'd want to have more, sad or not. And I'll be sad with you at times, too." Her grip on me tightened. "It's not right. I hate that it happened. I so wanted to be your maid of honor."
I took a shuddering breath to fight my rising tears. "I know. Me too. But let's give you the best wedding ever, okay?"
"I love you, you know," she whispered.
I lost the battle and a sob escaped me. "I love you too, buddy." We squeezed each other even harder, and before we could break down completely, I said to lighten the mood, "But let's not tell Mark."
We giggled through our tears, and she said, "Yeah, he'd say, 'Can I watch?'"
"Totally. Pervert."
She grabbed napkins from a nearby table so we could wipe our eyes. "He is that, no question. But I'm still going to marry him. And I'm thinking Lynne and Christine for bridesmaids. Is that good?"
Lynne and Christine put together probably weighed less than I did. "Whoever you want. They're nice. Just don't pick a dress with a huge butt bow."
She laughed. "Too late. The one I like has three."
I rolled my eyes, and she hugged me again and bounced off to ask the other two. I returned to my seat and chatted with our friends and tried not to think about bridesmaid dresses.
Sandra and I had been bridesmaids for our friend Kathleen a year or so ago. A size four maid of honor, size six Sandra, and size sixteen me. Kathleen had done her best to pick dresses that suited us all, and I'd thought I looked decent in the silver silk.
After the honeymoon, Kathleen and Jeff had invited their friends and family to watch the wedding video. Kathleen's grandmother, a bitter old shrew who'd made her cry right before the ceremony by criticizing the white lace shawl she'd spent months knitting, had unfortunately chosen a seat next to the videographer, and her muttered comments on the church and its decorations were indistinct but clearly not complimentary. Everyone in Kathleen and Jeff's living room ignored her, but tension was rising.
When I started down the aisle, though, Kathleen's grandmother raised her volume and her words were all too clear. "Girl looks like an elephant. Doesn't Kathleen have any pretty friends? Why put someone so fat front and center?"
Everyone froze. I'd defended Kathleen's knitting, and I'd known her grandmother hadn't exactly appreciated my words, but to say something like that on her granddaughter's wedding video? Fury and shock and a terrible sadness flooded me, leaving me shaking and blushing so hard it hurt.
For a moment that lasted a thousand years, nobody spoke. Bill slipped his arm around my shoulders and squeezed me in silent sympathy but I couldn't bring myself to look at him. Instead, I sat staring at the screen even after Kathleen's mother turned on her mother-in-law. "Ann, how could you? I told you that camera would pick up everything you said."
Sandra and Bill told me later that the old bat's mouth had twisted into a smile that said she'd done the impromptu voice-over on purpose. That probably explained why Kathleen's mother snapped, "You will apologize to Rhiannon. Now."
Oh, please, no. You'll make it worse.
"I'll do no such thing. I only told the truth. Look at her, she's a lump. And as for Kathleen, her wedding only got worse from there. Such cheap food! Kathleen doesn't deserve such a nice boy if she can't plan a decent wedding."
As Kathleen's grandmother had previously called Jeff "that obnoxious jerk who got his hooks into my Kathleen", her supposed affection for him didn't ring true, but her words had the desired effect. Kathleen burst into tears and fled, Jeff went after her, and the party broke up leaving Grandma as the center of attention.
I slunk away, unable to stay in the old harpy's presence another moment and equally unable to face anyone's commiseration, and after spending the afternoon berating myself despite Bill's insistence I had no reason to I emailed Kathleen that night to apologize. She called me immediately, still crying.
"Don't you dare. It's so not your fault. I picked the people I wanted to have with me and I didn't care how the pictures looked and I still don't."
She went on, about how her parents were going to get the videographer to put music in instead of her grandmother's comments, but all I could think of was how she hadn't cared how her pictures looked. Had I ruined those too with my elephantine body?
In the end, the redone video was beautiful, the pictures were actually very nice even though I did look huge in comparison to the others, and Grandma wasn't invited over much any more. So everything worked out fine.
Except that I couldn't stop seeing myself walking down the aisle, or standing smiling in the pictures dwarfing everyone else.
After Bill died I'd half-heartedly continued the weight loss and exercise plan we'd begun together, with no real results, but with Sandra's engagement I kicked it into high gear. She and Mark set their wedding date for exactly a year after the engagement, so I decided to lose forty pounds in ten months to be ready for our dress fittings.
Basically a pound a week. It should have been fine. But despite my fanatical adherence to my diet and exercise plans, my weight has never permanently moved far from the two hundred and seven point six pounds I'd weighed on my first day. I've been losing and gaining the same five pounds for six months.
At first I'd thought marathon training would be a good way to lose the weight. All that running? But Sandra had mentioned once that she'd gained a good ten pounds over her training because the long slow running didn't burn as many calories as her previous harder but shorter workouts.
So I'd forced the marathon idea out of my head. I couldn't bear to gain that much weight.
*****
I wrap my arms around myself, longing for comfort, but let go when my fingers register the fat at my sides. I hate not having my body under control. My personal planning document is a good six pages long but the weight loss goal matters more to me than all the others put together.
I'd had such high hopes of the WeightAway diet clinic. After spending hours researching various programs, I'd been convinced these guys knew what they were doing. Their program seemed scientific and precise, which appealed to me, and their web site full of before-and-after pictures gave me even more confidence that this time I'd succeed.
On my first visit to the clinic, I'd embarrassed myself by bursting into tears when Joel, my assigned counselor, had asked why I wanted to lose weight.
"Don't worry." As he patted my arm his cologne, which might have been sexy if it hadn't been so heavily applied, wafted over me. "We'll make it happen."
I pulled myself together and explained about Sandra's wedding.
Joel did some calculations and confirmed what I'd already figured out: a pound a week was more than reasonable. He grilled me on my current diet and exercise, then spent a few minutes on his computer to set up my plan.
I was still dangerously close to crying so I distracted myself by studying the pictures on his bulletin board. He obviously played a lot of sports: there he was with a hockey team, with a bunch of guys in football gear, in a wetsuit with his arm around a surprisingly large blonde girl. Given his job and his pretty-boy good looks, I'd have expected him to be into girls whose collarbones stuck out so far they could be classified as lethal weapons, but the blonde, while beautiful, was easily my size.
"My college girlfriend."
Startled, I looked at him, and he pointed to the picture. "First and only time I went scuba diving," he said, studying the image as if he'd never seen it before. "She was great at it, swam like a fish. I swam like a dead fish."
I laughed, and he turned away from the picture and smiled. "All right, let's go through the plan and then you can go start losing weight."
The plan was simple: eat what I tell you, no more, no less.
"Especially no less," he said, pointing at me to emphasize his words. "You don't want your metabolism to shut down."
"Definitely not. I need it to rev up for once."
He pointed again, and frowned for good measure, then grinned. "You'll follow the plan, I can tell. You know what you want and you'll get it."
My throat tightened and I had to blink hard.
Joel squeezed my shoulder. "This will work for you, Rhiannon. It's simple mathematics. If you eat less, if you follow our plan, you will lose weight. There's no other option."
I'd followed the plan, but Joel was wrong: there was another option. By the fourth week, he was nearly as confused and upset as I was. "I don't understand this. You must be cheating."
"I'm not." I tapped an angry finger on my tracking sheets. "It's all here. I haven't slipped off the program once." And I hadn't. I'd turned down Sandra's birthday cake even though she'd insisted I'd love it, I'd eaten pre-packaged meals until I'd wondered if the cardboard wrapper might be tastier than the food inside, and I'd tracked every last atom of food that went into my mouth, right down to the sugarless gum I chewed in the afternoons to convince myself I wasn't hungry.
Joel frowned and stared at the sheets, flipping through them again and again as if hoping something would leap out at him. "Increase your exercise, maybe?"
I already spent forty-five minutes a day running outside or using the treadmill or elliptical machine at the gym, but I agreed to push it to an hour. At the same time we cut my daily calories to fourteen hundred, so I lived my life with a low-grade hunger, like a mild cold you can't shake off, dragging me down.
I went back to Joel every week, and every week the number on his scale told me who I was. A third of a pound down? I was a success, powering my way toward my goal. Up a third meant I'd blown it. I must have blown it or I'd have lost weight.
Sitting in the car, I feel that awful guilt again, that sick sensation of seeing the scale and Joel's face registering my incompetence.
But I'm not incompetent. I eat exactly what I'm allowed, and exercise more if I happen to eat something I shouldn't, and I do my hour-long daily workouts no matter how I feel.
I look into my eyes in the rear-view mirror and realize I've been measuring it all wrong. I did the best I could do, I truly did. Joel didn't feel like a failure because I didn't lose weight. So why do I feel like one?
If I'd set a goal to lose three inches of height, people would have called me crazy. And they'd have been right. My body is five feet ten inches tall, and I couldn't change that. So why does it seem reasonable to pick a weight from a chart and assume I could reach it?
Why, why did I do that to myself?
A bunch of reasons, I guess. I did, do, want to be thin by Sandra's wedding. Sandra claims not to care, and she might even really not care, but I do. Those pictures will be around forever, and I don't want to see the evidence of my failure to stick to my plan.
Since I've always been a planner I've had tons of goals over the years. Some I achieve, and some I decide aren't really that interesting to me any more. I'm fine with both of those groups, but the ones I give up on bother me.
I found a neat project a few years ago: pick one hundred and one fun or unusual tasks to complete in one thousand and one days. I spent hours browsing the Internet and picking interesting tasks from other people's lists. Once I had my quota of tasks, I set to work but almost immediately ran into the undeniable fact that other people's interesting tasks weren't necessarily interesting for me.
I revamped my list over and over, then let myself get bogged down in what the finishing date would actually be since I'd restarted so many times, in how to keep track of all the various tasks, and eventually in forcing myself to complete tasks that I no longer cared about just to mark them off. Finally, I gave up and let the whole project fall away.
I can't let that happen to my weight loss because I hate seeing that lack of commitment in myself. Finally dropping the forty-odd extra pounds I've been carrying for as long as I can remember would prove to me, once and for all, that I have discipline and determination. If I lose that weight, I could finally know I'm good enough.
I stare out the car's side window at the snow, still falling fast even though I'm somewhat sheltered by the trees, and watch the flakes drift and dance in the air. Good enough. I don't even know what that means. I've never really been satisfied with my life and my achievements, but that's not because of my weight. Even fat, I can do anything I want.
But do I? I do the big things, sure, working and being with friends and caring for Ruby, but so many little things in my life have been influenced by my weight. I almost never go clothes shopping with Sandra because the stores she likes have nothing to offer me and I feel weird always looking at jewelry and scarves and pretending I don't need anything else. After my first disastrous month at WeightAway, I gave up the yoga classes I enjoyed because they didn't burn enough calories and I needed to slave away on the treadmill or elliptical instead. And last year I denied Bill's mother the chance to see me trying on wedding dresses because I felt so uncomfortable.
That's a big one, actually, and shame fills me. It might have been something for her to hold onto, one happy memory amidst the pain of his abduction and murder.
I still have my engagement ring. She might want it, and I should make sure people know I want her to have it. I don't have a will, yet another of the planned tasks I never managed to make myself complete, and I should.
I open the laptop and clear all the files and folders off the desktop, which leaves the rose background picture Andrew sent me a few weeks ago beautifully exposed. He'd told me to use it as a reminder to stop and smell the roses, and I stare at its peachy-pink petals for several long breaths before placing a new folder right in the center.
The new folder's called "If I die". I don't like the name much, but I can't think of anything better to call it. I make a new document in the folder called "Rhiannon's Will" and type, "I want Bill's mother Janet to have my engagement ring, and of course the emerald earrings that were her grandmother's." She wouldn't take those gorgeous earrings back after Bill's death, insisting I was family because we'd been going to marry, but maybe now she'll accept them.
This is ridiculous. I don't need a will, because I won't be dying here. My leg aches but that's it, since I've been careful not to move it since my last escape attempt. I'll be fine.
I shut the file, then the laptop, then my eyes.
My weight didn't bother me so much when I had Bill. I didn't like being big, especially when I needed to shop for clothes, but I wasn't obsessed. I'd definitely started to hate my body more after Kathleen's wedding, but it still hadn't gone to extremes. Since Bill was a big guy himself, we'd looked right together. We were right together.
We'd both gained about ten pounds during our relationship, which had pushed me over the two hundred pound line. I hadn't liked crossing that threshold. I couldn't think I was "a little overweight" any more if I weighed that much. My body didn't feel or look any different but the number bothered me.
When we got engaged, we came up with a plan, which Bill nicknamed 'Operation Wedding Photo', to lose a bit of weight together and have fun with it. After a wild throwing-out-the-junk-food spree that culminated in amazing sex, we worked out together daily, and tracked our weight and kept each other motivated.
He lost six pounds and I lost two in our first few weeks, and Bill had to admit that our detailed program had made it easy. He was far more of a free spirit than I could ever be, but he set aside his amused disdain of my yearly and monthly and weekly and daily goals and made a few plans of his own.
But he couldn't have planned for being left alone to die.
I didn't want to go to Sandra's new co-worker's cottage. Three days after breaking up with my boyfriend of two months, I didn't feel much like socializing. But we'd agreed to go weeks before, and Sandra laid on the guilt by saying she'd be worried about me if I stayed home, and finally I gave in, muttering about how she was the worst friend ever. She ignored me, as always. When we arrived and I laid eyes on Bill, though, I realized Sandra was the best friend in recorded history.
Bill and I shook hands, and the whole world shifted. His eyes widened, and I was beginning to understand that somehow he'd felt the same jolting connection when Sandra's Mark, never known for perceptiveness, laughed and said, "Hey, you guys could be brother and sister."
True, we both had green eyes and red hair, and we were both tall and somewhat overweight, but the flash of heat I felt as Bill slid his arm around my shoulders didn't seem like anything a sibling could cause.
I leaned into him, loving the feel of his body against mine, and he drew me even closer and said, "Clearly Rhiannon got all the good looks in this family."
Everyone laughed, but I turned to look into his eyes and said, "No, you did."
Another burst of that strange but wonderful energy passed between us, then Bill released me and our host went on making introductions. I greeted everyone, of course, but kept sneaking glances back at Bill. Every time, he was looking at me first.
Sandra had noticed, and was grinning at me. The other women had also noticed, and they were not grinning. They looked nervous and uncomfortable, except for one who seemed furious, and over the afternoon, I was taken aside for no fewer than five conversations that all followed the same pattern.
Basically, a warning to watch out for Bill's ex Julie, the furious one.
I learned that they'd dated for a few years, until Julie's insistence that Bill spend all his time with her clashed too much with his need to focus on his first full-time teaching job. After months of increasing conflict, Bill finally ended it. It had been six months, but apparently Julie still considered Bill to be hers.
By the first evening, though, it was clear to everyone that Bill was fast becoming mine. We hadn't been alone together yet, but we were always near each other, and whenever we talked the rest of the world seemed to disappear. When he left the group, I missed him, and when I left he was looking for me when I returned.
I didn't even feel self-conscious when we all went swimming. Bill was no lightweight himself, clearly well-muscled but with a layer of extra fat over top, and the glow in his eyes when he looked at me made it impossible to be embarrassed. He insulated me somehow, made me not feel my usual need to cover up as soon as I got out of the water. Even the much lighter Julie's clearly disdainful looks at my body bounced off me.
She saw what was happening between us, as the others did, and took me aside before dinner to inform me, in what was obviously meant to be an I'm-on-your-side tone, that Bill's career didn't leave him much time for dating. I smiled and said mine didn't either, and she took that to mean I wouldn't be pursuing him. At least, she did until that night.
We all sat around the fire talking and drinking and laughing. Bill, beside me, had wrapped an arm around my shoulders and was playing with my hair, which I'd left down to dry. His teasing touch sent delicious shivers through me, but when he pushed the strands aside and let his fingers trail over my neck my whole body burst into flame in an instant. With a gasp I couldn't hold back, I turned to him.
His eyes danced with reflected firelight and burned with the same heat I felt.
Again the rest of the world faded away. He leaned forward and pressed his lips to my bare shoulder without breaking our eye contact. A simple gesture, but it shook me to my core. He was close enough to kiss, and I'd never wanted a kiss so much.
Through the almost unbearable rush of desire, I realized the group had fallen silent. An instant later, I knew why, as Julie burst into tears and fled into the cottage. A few girls followed her, but most of the group sat still, and silence reigned until Bill cleared his throat and said, "Rhiannon, want to go for a walk?"
I nodded, and he helped me to my feet then put his arm around me again to guide me away. Nobody spoke until we were nearly to the edge of the nearby forest, then I heard, "Hey."
We turned back to see our host Jamie. I hadn't seen him without a grin all day but now his face was serious, almost cold. Bill held his gaze, as I struggled to think of something to say, then Jamie said, "It's okay, man. Have a good walk."
I could feel the others' stress fading, but it wasn't gone, so I said, "Sorry, everyone, I—"
A chorus of voices cut me off, all echoing what Bill said into my ear.
"You've got nothing to apologize for."
I tried to smile, and then Bill led me into the forest.
The full moon's light filtering through the trees made everything look magical, but at first our time there was anything but. Bill found me a fallen log on which to sit and paced in front of me. "I'm so sorry. I never thought she'd be like that. I couldn't stop myself kissing you, but I didn't think she'd care so much."
A shiver rippled through me at "couldn't stop myself kissing you", but I kept focused on the conversation instead of letting myself relive that moment. "I know you used to date," I said. "They all told me."
"We all used to date. We've been one big crowd since high school. I've got at least three exes out there. Hell, when Julie started dating Jamie two weeks after we broke up, she'd sit in his lap and make out with him right in front of me."
The news of this relationship explained Jamie's coolness. "Are they still together?"
Bill shook his head. "Jamie'd wanted her for years, but..." He rubbed his forehead. "I guess she was trying to make me jealous, and when it didn't work she dumped him."
"What happened with you and her?" I wanted to hear it from him, and while I didn't enjoy listening to him talk about being in love with another woman I was glad to hear him give the same story I'd been told so many times that day. At least he wasn't trying to make something up. In fact, in his version he shared the blame by saying he'd been insanely busy when he'd finally found the teaching job of his dreams and hadn't given her the attention she deserved. Still, her irrationality shone through.
"She was even jealous of my students. It got to where I couldn't mention a girl without Julie assuming I was after her. They're sixteen years old, for God's sake. I couldn't handle it."
I nodded, then looked up at him and said, "So, what happens now?"
He reached out his hand to me. I took it, and he pulled me to my feet and into his arms. Being in his embrace felt better than I could ever have imagined. It felt like coming home.
We held each other tight, and just as I began to want more he tipped my chin up and kissed me. I kissed him back, abandoning myself to the sweet novelty of his mouth and the rising passion between us, and we were both gasping for breath when it ended.
"It'll be fine," he said into my ear. "You'll see."
I hugged him hard and said, "I know," because I so badly wanted it to be true. And why couldn't it be true? We wouldn't have to see Julie again after the weekend, and everyone else seemed to be okay with the situation. It would be fine, he was right.
He released me and stepped back enough that he could reach into his pocket. My eyes followed his hand's motion without my intention, and delight raced down my spine at the unmistakable bulge distorting the front of his loose shorts.
He laughed and cupped his other hand protectively over his groin. "Quit staring at that."
I giggled. "Do I have to? I like the look of it."
"It's your fault." He abandoned whatever he'd been doing in his pocket and pulled me in again. "You're too damned sexy."
"Sorry." I pressed myself against him. "Should I try to stop?"
In answer he took hold of my hair and tugged to raise my face to his, then kissed me so long and hard and hungry it left me whimpering. When we broke apart, he moved in again immediately, and this kiss held such sweetness my eyes filled with tears.
"It's crazy, but I think I'm going to love you, Rhiannon," he said, his voice ragged with desire and emotion, his eyes intent on my face.
It was crazy, but I knew, and I said, "I think I'm going to love you too."
The kiss that followed was like the seal on a legal document, like signing a marriage license, like an unspoken promise. I knew, even then, I'd never forget it.
We held each other in a sweet perfect silence, not needing to speak. Eventually he drew me to an especially large tree, then delved into his pocket again, retrieving a folded knife. "I've wanted to do this since I was a kid, but I never had the right girl before."
As I watched, he carved our initials, after first asking for my last name, into the tree. Once he'd surrounded them with a heart, he pulled me in and kissed me again.
A distant but growing rustling in the trees ended that kiss, and we were sitting decorously side by side on the log when Julie stepped into the clearing.
I stiffened, but she said, "I thought I could handle seeing you with someone else, Bill, but I can't. I'm going to leave now but I wanted to say goodbye. And maybe get a hug for the road?" Turning to me, she added, "If you don't mind, of course."
There was no challenge in her voice, and she sounded sincere, but I felt Bill tense beside me. Hoping I was doing what he wanted, I said, "It's up to Bill, not me."
Bill said, "Come here then, Julie," and waited until she stood in front of him before pushing to his feet and giving her the most awkward hug I'd ever seen, keeping his hips back.
I realized why, and had to fight down my giggles. The poor man.
Julie broke the hug and walked away without a word.
One glance at Bill's groin confirmed my theory, and I barely managed to wait until the sound of Julie's departure had faded before bursting into laughter.
He laughed too. "I was willing you to say she couldn't hug me but I guess telepathy isn't your strong suit."
"Sorry. I'll work on it."
"You do that." He pulled me to my feet. "I'd kiss you again but it'd be even harder to—"
"Fine with me."
He poked my shoulder. "Let me finish, pervert. Besides, I don't think it could get much... anyhow, I meant it'd be harder to walk back into the group. Too obvious how you affect me."
I considered this, then kissed him anyhow.
*****
The rest of that weekend was the best time of my life. Julie was gone, and the rest of the group was clearly glad to see Bill so happy. The women who'd taken me aside to warn me now told me, individually and together, that once Julie calmed down and accepted that Bill was really not coming back to her she'd be fine. I didn't care, frankly. All I cared about was him.
Holding hands, arms around each other, me sitting in front of him leaning against his knees... we were in contact nearly every minute and I loved it. I slept in his arms each night, on an air mattress on the living room floor, and I couldn't have slept better in the finest hotel in Paris.
The married couples teased that in a few years we wouldn't even want to see each other, never mind touch, and Bill said, "Then I'd better touch her now" and pulled me even closer.
We snuck off several times for more of those intoxicating kisses but it was never enough. Plus, the drunker single guys thought it was funny to hunt us down, and more than a few amazing moments were interrupted by them throwing pebbles at us. I pretended outrage because I knew they expected it, but since Bill always kissed me again when they left I wasn't too upset.
It was bliss, and as the time neared to go home I dreaded that more and more. I knew this wasn't a fling, but I couldn't bear to leave the cottage and go back to the real world. How would Bill and I fit our lives together?
He must have felt the same way, because as everyone began to pack their cars he said to Sandra, "I meant to show Rhiannon the tree house Jamie and I built in high school. Do you mind if I drive her home for you afterward?"
Sandra gave me an angelic smile, her eyes devilish, and said that was fine with her, and Jamie left Bill the keys so he could lock up the cottage, and in minutes we were gloriously alone.
We both knew what would happen that night, but we weren't in a hurry. Instead, I got a cursory viewing of the tree house and then we sat by the water and talked and talked. We had so much in common and yet there were things that were different, and finding them was amazing. He'd never played an online game, for one thing, and he played golf religiously and I'd never tried it. We explored every aspect of our lives as they were, and began to make plans for how they'd be together.
As the sun began to set over the lake, he turned to me and we both stood up as if we'd rehearsed it. We walked silently, holding hands, to our tree in the forest, where we spread out the blanket he'd brought and made love for the first time as the beautiful day deepened into a gorgeous night. Tenderness and passion and joy beyond anything I'd experienced before, and I wasn't the only one with tears in my eyes when it was over.
"I do love you," he murmured against my lips.
"I know. I love you too."
And for the next six months, we did love each other. It wasn't always perfect, of course. I'd been wrong when I'd assumed we wouldn't have to see Julie; Bill was adamant that the group of friends couldn't be fractured. She treated me with icy politeness, which suited me fine, and I did my best to be cordial and avoid flaunting my relationship. I tried hard. I didn't want to hurt her, I just wanted to be with the man I loved.
She was our only issue, though. Our work schedules were similar, our groups of friends compatible, our love life exquisite. We had the excitement of a new relationship and the comfort of people who've been together for decades.
After three months, his apartment's lease was up and he moved in with me. Julie didn't seem to care; she did tell a few people, when she knew I could hear, that he was just living with me to save himself the rent, but otherwise it didn't seem to matter to her. And her opinion didn't matter to me.
But then we got engaged a few weeks before Christmas. Somehow, she found out. Bill was going to tell her, but hadn't quite gathered the nerve to face what would surely be an uncomfortable conversation. I never did find out who told her. Everyone denied it, but the person was probably too horrified at the outcome to admit it.
Nobody would have expected what she did, though. We all thought she was harmless. Obsessed with Bill and unable to move on, but not dangerous. So when Bill sent me a text message the night of January second, saying he was going to meet her for coffee because she'd heard about our engagement and was upset, I was annoyed but not worried.
I texted him back and asked him to make sure she understood she had to leave him, and us, alone. He said he would, then immediately sent another message saying he loved me. I nearly didn't bother writing back, but I did. I told him I loved him too, and thank God I did.
Because Julie drugged his coffee, then drove him to the cottage and left him there, naked in the snow. Naked and alone, chained like a dog to the tree on which he'd carved our initials.
When he didn't come home that night, I knew something was wrong. He'd never been even an hour late without calling. To stay with her and not let me know? Unthinkable.
I called the police, but they wouldn't do anything for twenty-four hours. Our friends and families drove around looking for him, but to no avail. Jamie called Julie for me, and she said they'd had a quick coffee and then he'd rushed off and she'd spent the evening alone at her house.
Sandra and I wondered if maybe Bill's car had died somewhere and he was trying to get home, if he'd gone out for a drink after the frustration of seeing Julie and been mugged, if he'd been hit by a car and was in the hospital. None of our ideas made much sense, but we were desperately searching for an explanation.
When the police finally did get involved, they zeroed in on Julie quickly. Her insistence that Bill had probably run away because he didn't want to be with me any more was so contrary to everyone else's statements that Bill had been thrilled about starting our new life together.
Thanks to the television-reporter father of one of Bill's horrified students, his disappearance hit the news that day, and the police were flooded with calls. Easily twenty people had seen Julie half-supporting and half-dragging Bill out of the coffee shop. She'd said, with the perfect degree of embarrassment, that her boyfriend was drunk and she'd better get him home.
Bill had insisted he hadn't been drinking, and that they weren't dating, but the witnesses had heard in his drug-slurred speech just a drunk denying his status, and Julie had removed him before anyone became suspicious.
One woman cried on the stand at Julie's trial, so sorry she hadn't recognized the truth.
But none of them did. Nobody in the coffee shop, and then none of the people who saw Bill slumped against Julie's passenger window as she made the four-hour drive to the cottage. She even stopped for drinks and bathroom breaks along the way, and everyone she spoke to accepted her story of the boyfriend too tired to take his turn at the wheel.
When the police told me and Bill's mother what the witnesses had seen, I realized we'd been wrong: she was dangerous. I also knew where she'd taken him. But it was too late. Bill had frozen to death, with nothing around to cover his nakedness but snow.
He hadn't used the snow for that, though. Instead, he'd smoothed it the best he could and written notes explaining what had happened and saying goodbye.
It was Julie.
Mom, I love you.
Rhiannon. FOREVER.
He'd always told me he'd love me forever, and the block letters he used were deep and defiant, right down to the frozen ground beneath the snow, his final refusal to let Julie destroy us.
At her trial, her lawyers had tried to paint her as a poor lovelorn girl, scorned by a heartless man then driven temporarily insane when he'd flaunted his new woman. They'd even suggested Bill had been abusive to her. Watching his poor mother listen to the horrible accusations was almost more than I could bear.
But Julie's careful pre-planning put paid to the insanity defense. It wasn't clear that she'd meant for Bill to die, and of course her lawyers insisted she hadn't, but she'd certainly meant to kidnap him. The overwhelming evidence that Bill had always been kind to Julie hadn't worked in their favor either.
In the end, though, she damned herself. Being portrayed as weak and pathetic had clearly enraged her throughout the case, and she stunned the court by responding to the prosecutor's final question with "I did what Bill asked. I left him alone."
As everyone sat shocked she stared directly at me. "You told him to tell me to leave him alone. And that's what I did. Now you're alone too, just like me. Are you happy now?"
*****
It isn't until I feel heat cutting trails along my cold cheeks that I realize I'm crying. I felt so helpless after he died, and nearly a year later, I still do. But now the helplessness is mixed with anger. At myself.
About a month after Bill's death, a little boy was kidnapped from a playground near our apartment. An Amber Alert was issued at once, so every news station and highway electronic sign bore details of the child and his abductor. The kidnapper must have felt trapped because he'd left the terrified but unhurt boy across the street from the police station an hour after the abduction.
Such a different ending than with Bill. I'd been furious with the police for ignoring our fears but I'd also understood that they couldn't jump on every case of a missing adult.
But I'd envisioned a group that could. A foundation devoted to missing adults, to either reuniting them with their families or letting the families know they'd left on their own and didn't want to come back.
If even one of those witnesses had known Bill was missing and put the pieces together, he might have been saved. Julie would probably still have chained him there, but he might not have died.
But the sheer size of the project had overwhelmed me. I had no idea how many adults went missing each day, and the foundation would have to be widely known if it were to be of any use and I didn't know how to publicize it. I hadn't known what to do, and in the end I'd done nothing.
I regret that now. No, regret's not the right word for the depth of the pain and frustration I feel at having done nothing to honor Bill. I might not have had it fully operational by now. It might even have been an abject failure. But at least I'd have tried.
I make myself a promise: tomorrow morning I will start working toward the foundation.
It's a huge project. Audacious is the word I want.
But that doesn't mean I can't make it happen.
Everything changed after Bill died. I'd always been the planning type, always had my lists of tasks, but while I'd been with him I'd loosened up a bit in the face of his freewheeling style. He planned his teaching, of course, but other than that he'd gone with whatever seemed right and I'd begun to understand how wonderful life could be with that attitude.
But when I lost him, all I could think of were the things he'd wanted to achieve and hadn't. The most painfully immediate was the New Year's Eve party he'd wanted to throw for his group of friends. Sandra had a party every year, and she was happy to let us invite anyone we wanted, but he really wanted to do it himself in our apartment. I was still going to go to Sandra's; Bill's party would have been his time to be with his friends.
Which would have been fine, had he ever gotten around to doing it. Instead, he got caught up in work and in the preliminary arrangements for our wedding, which we'd planned for the two-year anniversary of the day we met, and by the time he did try it was too late: everyone had plans already. He came with me to Sandra's party and we had a great time, but he'd regretted that he hadn't made his party happen.
Had he thought about it, chained to that damned tree? How he'd missed that opportunity?
I'd spent hours, far too many awful hours, wondering what he'd been thinking about. He'd had so many dreams, and they would never be realized. One night, as I wandered the apartment unable to sleep, I'd looked into my eyes in the mirror and promised myself I would do everything in my power to reach my own goals and dreams so that I would have learned something from his death: the importance of going after your goals when you had the chance. And so began my nightly ritual of questioning my day's accomplishments.
At first, I think, it was good for me. I used it to show myself how much I had done and where I could do even better. But it's turned into a session where I analyze everything I've done and always come up lacking. I so badly want to live both my life and Bill's, or at least to live my own well enough to in some way make up for all he lost, and when I inevitably fail I hate myself for it.
But I don't have time to hate myself right now, and I don't want to fail in getting out of this car. There has to be something I can do. What would Bill do? I look around and try to imagine how he'd respond. What would Andrew do, for that matter? The idea of the two of them in the car with me makes me smile. I think they'd have liked each other. They both have such sweet hearts. Have. Had.
My throat tightens but I take another sip of water and make myself relax. I can't see Bill again, but I can see Andrew, and I will. I am smart and resourceful and increasingly desperate and there has to be a way for me to escape.
I systematically retry everything I tried at the beginning. First I reach for the phone, using my hands and my free leg and my water bottle and my bag's strap. When that fails, I try starting the car again, and then honking the horn. This time I also try to flash the car's headlights. They don't work, but I'm pleased to have thought of a new option.
Finally, I slide my hands down my leg and give it the most careful inspection yet. I can't find anything to push away from my foot, so I try wiggling my foot and ankle from side to side.
The pain that explodes through me, the worst I've ever felt, puts an immediate stop to that.
I force myself to take slow deep breaths until the shock and pain dissipate and I can think more clearly. My foot didn't even shift, so pulling at it will cause me more pain with no gain. Unless I think of a different way to escape, this situation is not under my control.
I need to wait. Someone will come.
My stomach grumbles, and again I eye my mother's cookies. If only she'd given me something lower-calorie instead, but I know the calorie count of those cookies and I can't add another six hundred or so to the too many I've already taken in today. No, I will wait, and when I'm rescued I will be proud of myself for my discipline.
Discipline. Andrew and I talked about that the day we met, and I knew right away he was nothing like me. But I liked him, even then. I was terrified of him, but I liked him.
*****
We met in early September, at a mandatory and painfully useless all-day seminar on planning and time management. I'd seen him around the office and assumed he was one of the newly graduated software developers we hired each summer. Tall, blond, cute, and no doubt too young for me, not that I was anywhere near ready to date.
After an hour of the morning session our eyes met and his expression mirrored my own thought of "I wouldn't need to manage my time so much if you didn't keep stealing it from me for stupid seminars". Most of our coworkers enjoyed being away from the office, and I was surprised to see one dislike it as much as I did.
The highlight of the morning was answering a ten-page questionnaire that purported to measure our personalities. Supposedly we would end up with a pattern representing where we put the most emphasis in our lives. The ideal was a perfect circle, with interpersonal relationships and hard work and self-development all receiving an equal amount of focus.
Unimpressed by what I saw as a waste of time, I answered each question without thinking, throwing down the first answer that came to mind. I made the pattern as instructed, then sat staring at it trying to figure out what I'd done wrong.
My perfect circle looked like it had been punched in the gut.
Hard work was at the maximum. So were intellect and drive and focus. But interpersonal relationships? According to my pattern, I gave them scant attention. Recreation, and spirituality, had received the same treatment. My circle was caved in on one side, warped and awkward.
The seminar facilitator, a bubbly blonde who I was sure had been a head cheerleader at some point, came bouncing over to see my pattern, and I looked up in time to see her face change. "Wow. That's unusual. Are you sure you answered them properly?"
"Maybe not," I said, turning my attention back to the questionnaire. "I'll check."
"Good idea."
She wandered off, but I didn't check. I knew I'd given truthful answers.
I had Sandra, and a few casual friends, but that was about it. Some of my other friends hadn't known what to say after Bill died and had decided to ignore me, and I'd done nothing to keep our friendships going. I hadn't exactly felt spiritual since Bill's death, and since I'd started the WeightAway program a few weeks before I'd paid even less attention to recreation, devoting whatever spare time I had to an extra exercise session in a desperate attempt to drop another ounce before my next weigh-in. My pattern was an accurate representation of my world.
I flipped slowly through the questionnaire to keep Bubbles from coming back to me and thought about whether my results were really that bad. Religion wasn't for everyone, after all. And wasn't a friend like Sandra worth more than a dozen acquaintances? Definitely.
We ate lunch while watching a terrible video which basically repeated everything Bubbles had said in the morning, and then she said, "Okay, everyone grab a partner."
To my surprise my eyes immediately went to the guy from the morning, and to my far greater surprise he was already looking at me. He pointed at himself and then at me, his eyebrows raised, and I nodded. He smiled and walked over to join me, weaving through the crowd of people changing their seats.
"Hi, I'm Andrew Thornton," he said as he settled into the empty chair next to mine.
"Rhiannon Taylor."
He blinked, then repeated, "Rhiannon," his eyes holding mine in a way nobody had looked at me for a long time. "Very nice to meet you."
"You too." He'd somehow caressed every syllable of my name without being remotely creepy, and it embarrassed and delighted me, scared me and stirred me, all at once. I tried to pull myself together, though. I couldn't go freaking out just because a man said my name.
Bubbles explained that we would be analyzing our personality patterns from the morning and giving each other recommendations for how to make them better.
"Improve your personality in one lame-ass session," Andrew muttered.
I burst out laughing then had to stifle it as everyone looked in our direction.
"Sorry," he said once Bubbles had set us to work.
"It's okay. They all think I'm weird anyhow." An exaggeration, but not much of one. My already strong work ethic had been on steroids since Bill's death. At first my coworkers had tried to be sweet and sympathetic to me, but when I'd pulled our relationships back to purely professional they'd returned to seeing me as an over-achieving nerd. Since I saw most of them as clock-watching whiners, I wasn't bothered.
"You seem normal enough to me."
"Don't say that too loud," I said, casting over-dramatic furtive glances at the nearby tables. "Won't do your reputation any favors."
"I'll risk it." He smiled at me. "Okay, tell me what I'm doing wrong."
His circle wasn't perfect, but at least all of its elements were above zero. One stood out, though. "You're really into recreation, aren't you?"
He nodded. "I run, and I take MMA classes."
I looked up, but before I could ask he said, "Mixed martial arts."
"That ultimate fighting stuff? Isn't it hugely dangerous?"
"Not if you do it right."
"Must hurt, though."
He laughed and pushed his chair back, then pulled up the leg of his khaki pants to show me a truly massive bruise on his calf. "Sometimes."
I stared at the bruise, trying to keep my eyes from roaming over his muscular leg. More male flesh than I'd seen in quite a while. "Yeesh. I cry when I stub my toe."
"Me too."
I looked up, surprised, to see him grinning at me. I grinned back and rolled my eyes. "Somehow I doubt that. How many fights have you had?"
"None so far. I took karate as a kid but I'm still working on getting my skills back, plus learning how to wrestle."
I shook my head. "Well, better you than me. I run, but I could never stand there and let someone punch me."
"I try not to do that either."
I raised an eyebrow in the direction of his leg.
"I got kicked."
I chuckled. "Yeah, that's a whole lot better." I looked at his circle again. "I think this looks good." I also thought I'd been wrong about his age; his scores on negotiation skills and hard work suggested someone more experienced. "Where'd you work before here?"
"Sapphire Systems. They build the—"
"I know, the engine our game runs on."
He leaned back in his chair. "Nice. Most people here have never heard of them."
I smiled. "I'm really into how it all works underneath."
He smiled back. "Cool."
We sat smiling at each other until I remembered I was supposed to be examining his circle. "Your goal-setting's pretty low. Don't you set goals?"
He shook his head. "Not with dates and rewards and punishments and all that stuff. I know where I want to be on a general level, but nothing specific."
"Why not?"
"It feels too restrictive. You can't flow with the go if you have it all planned out."
I replayed his words. "Don't you mean go with the flow?"
He shook his head. "Go with the flow, you just drift along. In MMA we talk about 'flow with the go', paying attention to what's happening and watching for opportunities. There's never only one way to win a fight, or to get to where you want to be."
"But you might not find the most efficient way."
He shrugged. "Does it matter, if I still get there? Especially if I have fun getting there?"
"It's only fun when you get there, not along the way."
He raised his eyebrows. "All discipline all the time?"
"If you want to reach your goals, yup."
His eyebrows went higher. "I'm curious. Can I see your pattern?"
Surprised I didn't feel awkward sharing it with him, I handed him my crushed circle.
He gave a low whistle. "Looks like an egg that got stepped on."
"It does not."
"Apple with a big bite out of it?"
"I thought it was like a circle that got punched."
"Yeah, good one. Or Pacman with his mouth wide open."
"All of the above. So, got any advice?"
He tapped a finger thoughtfully on my circle. "I thought you said you run." When I nodded, he said, "Then why's recreation so low?"
"Running's not recreation. It's for—" I cut myself off before saying 'weight loss'. "—fitness. It's work, not play."
He studied me. "What do you do for play then?"
I didn't want to tell this man I spent my days working on the game and my nights playing it. He'd think I was a loser and his eyes would lose the warmth they'd had since his arrival. I hadn't felt that kind of warmth from a man all year and though it made me hugely uncomfortable I didn't want it to stop. "I read a lot."
"But that's not here either."
I shrugged. "I do read novels but mostly I read non-fiction stuff, especially work-related, so I didn't think it counted."
"Friends? Boyfriends? Family?"
Willing myself not to think he meant anything by the second part, I said, "Yes, no, yes."
He smiled. "Then two of those should be counted in relationships, right?"
"They are. They're the reason it's not at zero."
He bent his head to my circle again. "It's pretty close, though. You're really focused on work, aren't you?"
A flicker of frustration lit me up. Yet another coworker who couldn't be bothered to work? "Is that so bad? Is it wrong to be disciplined?"
"Not at all," he said. "If you have fun too."
Fortunately he was looking down at the page so I managed to blink back my sudden tears before he saw them. Fun. I vaguely recalled such a thing.
When he looked up again I was under control. "Of course. I have an awesome best friend, and she's getting married next summer which is cool. And I have a gorgeous cat."
"A great friend and a great cat. If you've got quality, what else could you need?"
I smiled but knew it was shaky. So many things, Andrew. Or maybe just Bill.
*****
Two days after the seminar, I arrived at work to an email with a subject line of "Save the crushed circle". I figured it was some weird spam, but as my finger moved toward the delete key I recognized the sender's name.
Rhiannon,
Your poor flattened circle pattern has been haunting my dreams, and I'd like to take you out for coffee to discuss its well-being.
Any time today or tomorrow works for me, and most of next week too, if you're interested.
Hope you've recovered from the seminar.
Andrew Thornton
I twirled a pen between my fingers and read the email over and over. Happiness was trying to grow in me, but it was on such cold and rocky terrain that it couldn't lay down roots.
I'd thought about him a lot, and apparently he'd been thinking about me too. The reference to 'dreams' didn't sit well with me, but of course he couldn't have known about my recurring nightmare. Other than that, his email was cute and friendly and non-threatening. Rather like Andrew himself.
So why did I wish I'd deleted it?
He wasn't asking for anything more than coffee. But for me, it was a much bigger step than he could have realized, and as I stared at the screen I realized I simply wasn't ready.
Andrew,
I can't. I'm sorry. The circle appreciates your concern, though, and wants me to say it'll be fine.
Rhiannon
I reviewed this for much longer than it needed given its length. Should I explain why I couldn't go? But what would I say? I changed a few words, then changed them back again, then finally sent it off.
The back of my throat felt tight and achy as the email vanished from my screen, and for a moment I wished I hadn't sent it. But no, I'd done the right thing. I didn't know whether he wanted friendship or something more but either way the thought of going out with him terrified me.
I hadn't even considered dating since Bill. I knew I'd want another man eventually; my months of celibacy sometimes felt like they'd been decades. More than sex, though, I missed having someone hold me and care for me. But nobody had stirred me that way, and I sometimes wondered if it would ever happen again. Anyone else wouldn't be Bill.
Andrew, though, had awakened the memories of how good it could feel to be with a man, not in bed or anything but just in the company of an attractive and intelligent man. Part of me liked it but most of me was too scared to let him in.
What would he say back? I didn't think he'd be the type to pressure me or be rude, but he might well wonder why I wouldn't even go for coffee with him. Most people would. But with any luck he'd accept my refusal.
After about an hour, which I spent trying to focus on work and instead thinking about him and how sweet he was and how nice it might have been to go out with him, his reply arrived.
Rhiannon,
Understood. Please take care of that circle, and if I can do anything for it, or you, let me know.
Andrew
I'd wanted him to back off, but now that he had I felt even worse. I knew I wasn't ready to date, but what made me so sure he'd wanted that at all? A guy like that, cute and smart and well-built? He probably hadn't. He'd been looking for a friend at work, and I'd shot him down.
I spent the day half-hoping and half-fearing he'd email me again, but he had taken me at my bluntly stated word.
*****
As if his mention of 'dreams' had brought it on, I had my nightmare three nights in a row. Sheer exhaustion prevented it the next night, but then it regrouped with a vengeance and wouldn't let me be.
The nightmare appeared for the first time in late May, the day Julie was sentenced to life in prison, the day I took off my engagement ring and began the process of figuring out how to live without Bill.
I couldn't remember any part of the dream, but I woke myself up crying and muttering, "No," over and over. I assumed it was about Bill's death, of course, and it probably was since the next morning I realized it was Bill's birthday. It happened again the next night, and since then I'd rarely gone more than a few days without it.
Two weeks after the seminar, when the rampant layoff rumors at work were making my coworkers even less productive and frustrating me beyond belief, I asked my doctor for sleeping pills because I was having the dream so often I was becoming afraid to let myself fall asleep.
Knowing what I'd been through, he said, kindly but with no hint he'd change his mind, that he wouldn't give me drugs and I should see a therapist instead. My parents had been gently encouraging me to get counseling since Bill's death, so I gave in and let the doctor book me an appointment with Louisa, the therapist who shared his office space.
When we'd established that I was of course devastated by Bill's death but didn't feel guilty and didn't regret anything about our lives together, Louisa focused on the dream itself. That I couldn't remember it fascinated her. It clearly upset me, though, since I always woke up shaking and often crying. We tried various tactics to help me remember, but since I didn't have it every night they were hard to apply.
I still thought it was about Bill, but Louisa wasn't so sure. I'd told her about my planning and goal-setting activities and she thought the dream might be showing me I needed to relinquish control in my life. When I admitted I hadn't felt like I had any control, never mind any spare I'd want to relinquish, since Bill's abduction, she became certain the dream was about control in some way. Until I could remember it, though, we couldn't do more than speculate, and I just couldn't remember it.
But Andrew remembered it for me, the night he stayed over.
Andrew and I had been working non-stop since first thing that Friday in mid-October. Saturday morning at nine would mark the beginning of a big 'welcome back' game event, with all past accounts reactivated until midnight Sunday and bonuses for current subscribers. I had expected a fairly calm day, with a few last-minute tweaks of the game's systems, but our unfriendly neighborhood saboteur had ruined that.
The layoffs in late September had been a poorly kept secret, and someone had used the two weeks between the first rumor and being escorted from the building to add some nasty booby traps to the game.
The first, and hopefully the only one although I doubted it, had exploded at four in the morning, kicking off a strange disease that spread like head lice in kindergarten and resisted all the usual healing spells and potions. Every infected character died, some fast and some after first spreading the condition to others, and when Andrew arrived at work three hours later electronic skeletons littered the game's landscape and user complaints packed our support mailbox.
I didn't know any of this when I came in at eight, exhausted from a hard treadmill workout. My panicked coworkers let me know all too soon, though, before I even had time to make a cup of tea to go with the dry bagel and small apple allotted for my breakfast.
Too many people fiddling with the game's code could cause more problems than it solved, so I was put in charge with Andrew assigned to work with me. My boss Liz, given free choice of anyone in the company to fix the problem, had picked us: me because of my knowledge of the game itself and Andrew because of his experience with the software on which the game ran.
Liz brought Andrew to my cubicle to introduce us, but when I told her we'd met she said, "Then you don't need me. I have bosses to calm down, so I'm out of here."
Andrew smiled at me, looking as uncomfortable as I felt. We hadn't spoken, other than brief greetings in the hall, since the seminar and my refusal to have coffee with him, and now we'd be together all day, or at least until we repaired the game.
I couldn't worry about our relationship, such as it was; I was determined to fix the sabotage, and quickly. Partly because of the next day's events, but also because the disease had begun in a zone I'd designed and built. It felt personal.
It might well have been personal. My fellow team leader Kate, in the days before the layoffs were confirmed, had repeatedly and loudly stated her belief that she was far more useful than I was and so therefore she would certainly be kept and I would be gone. I'd ignored her, then and when she was even more outrageous after actually being laid off.
If she had created the disease, she was more talented than I'd thought. Andrew and I set to work in my cubicle expecting to be victorious within an hour or two, but instead we tried idea after idea and found them all ineffective.
By lunch time, our earlier awkwardness had been burned away by our focus on the game, and we worked as well together as if we'd been colleagues for years. We didn't waste time on a lunch break, although he brought a sandwich to my desk. He asked whether I had food of my own, but I couldn't pull my WeightAway-labeled vacuum-packed lunch from my desk drawer in front of him. I never talked about my diet at work, or any of my other issues for that matter. Not professional. So I said I wasn't hungry and hoped he couldn't hear my stomach growling.
Mid-afternoon, he insisted we needed a break. I couldn't argue: my eyes were dry and burning from so much time spent staring at my laptop's screen, and we weren't making progress anyhow. He asked if I was hungry yet, and I admitted that I was, so we went across the street to a coffee shop and I had another bagel, permitting myself a packet of peanut butter after first checking its calorie count and making a mental note to add it to my tracking sheet.
Andrew eyed my bagel. "You don't eat much, do you?"
The words "for a fat girl" didn't seem to be hanging in the air, but I heard them anyhow. "I eat enough."
His neck reddened, and I regretted my abrupt comment. "I do usually eat more, actually, but I'm really getting worried about this stupid disease. Think we'll solve it?"
He looked up and our eyes met. "We will," he said with such certainty I felt myself beginning to believe. "If we have to stay up until four in the morning, we will."
I usually went to bed around eleven. "If we're up that late, you might be on your own. I'm pretty much useless after midnight."
"Well, I don't know if I can do it on my own, so we'll have to get it done before then."
We finished our food while discussing other avenues to beat the disease then returned to my office, but all our efforts didn't produce a cure. I tried to stay focused but two other problems began to sneak into my mind: how would I handle eating dinner, and what about my cat?
Liz had popped in to check on us every few hours during the day, her mood shifting from optimism to hope to dejection as time passed and she took increasing abuse from her stressed-out bosses, and when she came in at six-thirty she said, "I will personally buy you each a pony if you fix this by tomorrow morning and the event can go ahead."
Andrew and I exchanged glances, and I said, "Do you actually want a pony?"
"I'd love a Mustang GT, but otherwise not so much. You?"
I shook my head, and Liz said, "My three-year-old daughter would think you're crazy, but fine, no ponies. How about new computers?"
"For us at home or for here?"
"Andrew, both. And a spare for the pony. Please, figure it out. You're authorized for all the overtime you can handle, and everyone in the department's on call if you need them. Except me, because I'm no help so I'm off to drink until I forget today."
When she'd gone, Andrew said, "Should I get us some food? You may not need to eat, but I do."
I'd been struggling to find a way around this, but nothing had presented itself. "Actually, I have to leave for a while. My cat needs her shot."
He raised his eyebrows.
"She's diabetic. Insulin morning and night. And she needs her meals on time. So I'll go home and come right back. I'll probably be close to an hour, though."
"You know it's pouring rain, right?"
I hadn't. "Over an hour, then. But not much over, I hope. I'm sorry. My usual cat sitter won't come with less than a day's notice and my friend Sandra's away for the weekend or I'd ask her to do it. I'll be as quick as I can."
Andrew rubbed his stubbly chin. His cheeks turning faintly red, he said, "Feel free to say no, but I could use a change of scenery. What if we went to your place and worked there?"
Not a bad idea. Far less driving, and more comfortable too. "You're brilliant. Are you sure you don't mind, especially with the rain?"
He shook his head. "I'll go home and change first, and meet you there."
*****
I'd intended to eat one of my frozen dinners before he arrived so I wouldn't fall off the diet wagon, but I got stuck behind an accident and its associated rubberneckers and was getting my bag out of the trunk when he pulled up beside me.
When I opened my apartment door, the cat came running to meet me then skidded to a halt and stared up at Andrew.
"She's gorgeous." He crouched and held out his hand. "Such pretty colors."
"Her name's Ruby."
"Hi, Ruby. Can I pat you?"
She took a tentative step forward, then another, until she was just out of his reach, then sat and looked at him.
I laughed. "Tortoiseshell cats are known for their attitude."
"Gotta love a cat with 'tude."
He straightened, and I noticed he had a few inches on me. A few inches more height, and probably thirty pounds less weight. He'd also shaved when he went home, and he looked as fresh as if it were the start of the day. I highly doubted I did.
"Do you need me to hold her still for her shot?"
I shook my head. "She knows it helps so she lets me do it."
"Does she?" he said politely, clearly doubtful.
I kicked off my shoes and hung up my jacket and his, then went to the fridge for the insulin bottle. "You'll see."
Syringe and bottle at the ready, I went into the living room. Ruby trotted past the watching Andrew and climbed onto the couch then up onto its arm, facing away from me. "Come see if you want."
Andrew stood beside me as I filled the syringe, parted the fur on Ruby's hip, and gently slid the needle home.
"She didn't even flinch."
"Told you. She's smart."
Once the insulin was in, I withdrew the needle and gave Ruby a few pats. Andrew reached out, and after sniffing his hand Ruby let him pat her too.
"How long has she been getting the shots?"
"Nearly two years."
He shook his head. "You're a good owner. A lot of peeps wouldn't do that."
"Peeps? Like marshmallow peeps?"
He laughed. "Marshmallow peeps definitely wouldn't. No hands for the syringe. And all us gangster types say 'peeps'. You're out of touch."
I raised an eyebrow at him and the company sweatshirt and faded jeans he now wore instead of the button-down shirt and khakis he'd worn at work. "Gangster, huh?"
"Can't you tell?"
"First thing I thought when I saw you."
He grinned, and Ruby gave a meow.
"See, she agrees too."
"Actually, I think she's complaining. You're breaking the routine."
He stepped back. "My apologies, Ruby."
I headed to the kitchen with the syringe and bottle, calling "watch her" over my shoulder.
Andrew chuckled as Ruby jumped off the couch and ran to sit in front of her empty food bowl in the dining area. "She's well trained."
"Or I am." I filled her bowl. "She's nice to have around, though. Makes the place cozy."
We smiled at each other over the happily munching Ruby, then both seemed to realize at once that we were alone. Alone in my apartment.
"So, um, can I have a tour?"
I had to laugh. "It's a studio apartment. You're seeing everything right now." I'd had a much bigger apartment when I lived with Bill, but I hadn't been able to face staying there alone. This one was just big enough for Ruby and me. I pointed to various areas of the open concept space. "Kitchen, office, living room slash bedroom. That's about it. Oh, and the bathroom's behind that door."
"I like it. So, dinner. I was thinking I'd get us pizza since you've donated the work space."
My next WeightAway session was Monday. Pizza wouldn't help my cause in the slightest. But my mind filled with visions of melted cheese and glorious toppings and I couldn't resist, although I did ask Andrew to get a big salad too. I'd eat one small piece of pizza and then stick to salad.
We sorted out what we needed to get, including Coke for him since I couldn't keep anything sugar-filled in the house, and he fired up his computer to place the order online while I used the bathroom to change out of my work clothes. I rifled through my non-work clothes on the bathroom shelves, wanting to look nice but not like I'd tried too hard, and eventually chose my most flattering t-shirt and a long comfortable denim skirt. My makeup had indeed faded over the endless hours of work, so I re-applied it and redid my low ponytail.
"Fifty minutes or it's free," he said when I came out.
"Sounds good." I pulled a twenty from my purse and offered it to him.
He refused it, and I tried again and then said, "Well, thanks. Should we get to work?"
"I'd rather stick nails in my eyes," he admitted.
"Really? I'd rather work. But I would rather clean Ruby's litter box with my bare hands."
We wasted some time in increasingly ridiculous alternatives, then he said, "How about we work until the pizza gets here and then we take a break?"
"Only if cramming pussy willows up my nose until my head explodes isn't an option."
"They're out of season," he said straight-faced.
"Then I guess we have to work."
I moved a few things off my desk so he could sit across from me, and we settled down to our computers. We worked mostly in silence, with the occasional comment when we needed assistance or had found something that wasn't worth exploring any further, but it was comfortable silence. Ruby lay across my feet on the floor beneath the desk, purring, and for work it felt cozy.
When the pizza arrived, I tried to hold onto my willpower but the smell was intoxicating. I ate my one piece, which was gone far too fast, and tried in vain to sate myself with salad.
Andrew wasn't much help. "Just one slice?"
"I'm eating salad too."
"Yeah, but you've eaten nothing all day."
"I have too."
"What, that one bagel?"
"I ate other stuff too."
"Not that I saw."
"Maybe I ate when you weren't around."
"Did you?"
"Geez, Mom," I said in my best whiny voice, "get off my back." I grinned at him, though, so he'd know I wasn't really offended. I liked that he was worried about me.
"Not until you finish your dinner, young lady."
I looked pointedly at my empty plate.
"You haven't eaten enough. Three more slices."
"No way."
"Two more."
"One."
"One and a half."
I had to laugh. "Do you work for the pizza place? What do you care how much I eat?"
"You have to keep your strength up. Plus, if you have more I can too."
"You can have as much of it as you want."
"So can you," he said, and nudged the box toward me.
As much as I wanted? I hadn't had that since Sandra's engagement. My stomach gave an enormous growl and I gave in and picked up another slice.
"Good stuff," Andrew said, taking one for himself.
Not really. I was probably ruining everything I'd accomplished diet-wise during the week. But the pizza, actual food instead of the vacuum-packed monstrosities, tasted so good I didn't let myself think of how I'd feel when I officially weighed in on Monday.
Andrew provided a great distraction. Putting work aside while we ate, we chatted and learned about each other, about our families and friends and hobbies. His stories made me laugh, and his intense focus on me when I spoke made it clear he cared about my answers.
When we'd finished eating, he said, "I... you should know I know about your fiancé. I hope my asking you out for coffee didn't upset you. If I'd known then, I wouldn't have done it."
I hadn't wanted to bring it up, since some people gave me far too much sympathy and made me uncomfortable and a few men had figured I'd be happy to sleep with them to get rid of the pain, but I didn't mind him knowing. "You didn't upset me. I'm sorry I said no, I just felt weird about going. Maybe I should have—"
He held up a hand to stop me, shaking his head. "No 'should' about it. If it didn't feel right, it wasn't. I did wonder why you wouldn't go, I must admit, but when I asked about you it made sense. I'm so sorry you had to go through all that."
His obviously genuine sympathy touched me. "Thanks. He was a great person."
Andrew's smile was gentle. "He'd have to have been, to have been with you."
I took a second to puzzle through that convoluted sentence, and by the time I realized it was a compliment his cheeks were red and he was saying, "We should get back to work, right?"
"Right. Let me put away the pizza first."
I tidied up and made coffee, taking my time to let my own embarrassment and confusion subside. He'd been asking about me? He thought I was worthy of a great man? He'd said he wouldn't have asked me out if he'd known. Did that mean he'd really been asking me out, that he'd been interested in me?
I'd thought about him frequently since the seminar, and second-guessed my refusal to have coffee with him more times than I could count. But I still didn't feel ready for anything more than a friendly relationship with a man, no matter how cute and sweet he was.
Once I'd poured our coffee, I tore Andrew away from patting Ruby and we got to work.
And work and work, and by two in the morning I'd drunk more coffee than I'd had in the last month and I still couldn't let myself blink because my eyes stayed closed whenever I did.
"Take a break," Andrew said when he noticed I was using only one hand on my computer because the other was devoted to holding up my eyelids.
"I can't, we have to fix this."
He started to answer then his screen caught his attention. "Hey, I think I'm on the right track. It looks like the software's being sent off in a strange direction here."
I jumped up and looked over his shoulder. "You're right, it is. And I definitely didn't write that code."
"Great, then I am getting closer. So you go take a nap."
I didn't want to be a wimp, but my fatigue meant I wasn't much use at the moment. But it wasn't fair to bail out and leave him working. And if I had the nightmare while he was here...
As I tried to decide, he blushed furiously. "God, Rhiannon, I'm sorry. I shouldn't be... of course you're... I'm sorry. Should I leave?"
My tired brain couldn't fill in the gaps, and he said, his blush deepening even more and his eyes fixed on his computer, "I don't blame you. You don't know me that well, so of course you need to be cautious. I'll go."
I stared at him, confused, as he scrabbled to save his files so he could shut down his computer, then it finally sank in. "You think I'm afraid you'll hurt me if I sleep?"
He shrugged helplessly.
I shook my head, touched he'd think of that. "I feel guilty about leaving you to work alone, that's all. I don't remotely think you'd do anything to me. Besides, you'd be pretty stupid if you did, since I know where to find you."
His blush began to fade. "I guess that's true. But seriously, I don't mind. You haven't exactly been slacking off. And Ruby will keep me company. A little sleep would do you good."
The mere thought of sleep made me yawn hugely and I clapped my hand over my mouth to hide it.
"Go on, rest," he urged.
So tempting, but... "There's something else. I've been having a nightmare lately, and I probably shouldn't subject you to it."
He rested his elbows on the desk and looked up at me. "What's it about?"
I shrugged. "I've never been able to remember, but I wake up upset and saying 'no' over and over. I'm seeing a therapist for it, but so far it's not helping much."
"My sister had night terrors when we were kids. She'd wake up shrieking like she was being boiled alive. Trust me, nothing you can do would scare me after her."
When I still wavered, he said, "I'm used to staying up late, and I truly don't mind. Please. Take a nap."
I couldn't fight any longer, so I smiled, thanked him, and curled up on the couch. I covered myself with a throw blanket; unfolding the couch into my usual bed felt too intimate, and I'd only be there a short time anyhow.
"Are you sure?" I called, my voice already drowsy from my few horizontal moments.
"Totally. Besides, you got to work before I did today so you deserve it."
"Okay," I mumbled, too tired to say anything else.
*****
The next thing I knew, a calm voice was saying, "Rhiannon. It's okay. You're safe."
My eyes flew open and I blurted out, "I won't have a foursome with you." As the words left my mouth, pride and triumph swelled in me though I didn't know why.
Hardly able to focus, I squinted up at the confused Andrew, who said, "I'll keep that in mind. Are you all right?"
I hugged myself to control my shaking. "I was having a bad dream. The bad dream."
"I thought so." He laid a comforting hand on my shoulder. "Can you remember it?"
I let my eyes fall closed again and revisited the dream's world, somehow easier to tolerate with him nearby. "It was me, and a girl and two guys. I don't remember anything about the guys. The girl had her back to me and I thought I might know her but I didn't know who she was. We'd all been told we had to... umm..."
"You said it already," he said when I couldn't figure out how to tell him.
"Oh, okay. Anyhow, we seemed to think it was important somehow, so we were all agreeing to it but I knew we didn't want to." That was an understatement: we'd all looked revolted but nobody had had the nerve to refuse. "I was crying, and trying to say no, but I couldn't talk."
"What happened after that?"
"I kept trying to say no, but I couldn't get the word to come out. Then..." I saw it clearly in my mind, and knew the horror of it again, the same horror I'd felt in the dream. "Then the girl turned around and it was Julie." Her name came out on a sob I couldn't hold back, and I curled my head into my chest and locked my arms tighter around myself.
Andrew brushed his free hand gently over the back of my head. "I don't know who Julie is, but I'm sorry it upset you."
"Bill's ex. The one who..." I couldn't say it.
After a second, Andrew said, "Oh, God. I'm so sorry."
He tightened his grip on my shoulder and smoothed his hand over my hair again and again, and I kept talking, unable to stop now that I'd started. "She gave me this grin and said, 'Come on, it'll be fun,' and I kept trying to say no but I couldn't and the guys had left and she kept grinning at me and I wanted to kill her but I couldn't do anything. I just stood there, trying to talk. Trying to do something, anything. But I couldn't."
Andrew made a sympathetic sound and continued stroking my head, and eventually murmured, "Do you remember anything else?"
His touch was so calming I was barely clinging to consciousness. "No," I mumbled. "Just that. Then you were here." Sleep moved in, but as I began to disappear into it I realized where I was, and with whom. I had to pull myself back together.
I blinked several times and my mind cleared a bit. "Forget it, it was a stupid dream. Doesn't mean anything. Sorry. How long have I been asleep?"
"A few minutes. It doesn't matter. Go back to sleep."
I wiped the tears from my cheeks. "No, I have to help."
"I'm well on my way to fixing it, so you can rest."
"That's not fair."
"I don't mind, honestly. Ruby's keeping me company, and I'm learning a lot about how you guys built the game by working through the code. Seriously, go back to sleep."
Ignoring this, I tried to swing my legs off the couch so I could get up, but the pain that ripped through them made me gasp and curl up.
"What's wrong?"
"My legs hurt."
He looked embarrassed. "When you first started talking in your sleep, you had your feet jammed against the arm of the couch. Maybe that's why?"
I tentatively flexed my feet and gasped again. "Yeah, that's it. My calves are killing me."
"I could... do you want me to rub them for you?"
It'd probably feel great, but I couldn't let him do that. "No, I'll be okay."
Another attempted stretch, another gasp of pain. Maybe I could let him. Didn't seem like I'd be getting up without it. "Are you sure you don't mind?"
He shook his head. "Not a bit. It's the best way to relieve a muscle cramp. Have to do it all the time at MMA practice."
I lay back, still stunned from my sudden awakening, and let my coworker reach beneath the blanket, and my skirt, and begin gently working my calves. His hands were cooler than my sleep-heated legs and it felt good.
"Is that okay?"
"Perfect," I murmured, letting my eyes close as my tension eased.
Something he'd said before I fell asleep occurred to me. "You said you were at work later than me so I deserve a break. But you were already logged in when I got there."
He chuckled, still massaging my legs. "Even asleep she's brilliant."
Knowing he'd been working longer than me, I wanted to make myself get up. His touch was far too relaxing, though, and I drifted into a peaceful sleep on the gentleness of his hands.
*****
The next time my eyes opened, it was six in the morning and the apartment was silent save for two faint snores at very different speeds. I sat up and carefully flexed my feet. My legs felt tired but fine; Andrew's massaging had helped. Now that I was actually conscious I knew I'd taken a risk letting someone I didn't know well put his hands on me as I fell asleep, but I also knew he would never hurt me.
I looked around and saw him in the arm chair with his feet up on the coffee table and his jacket spread over his upper body, sound asleep. I hadn't even thought of giving him a blanket and pillow, and of course he hadn't wanted to dig through my closet to find them. I'd been a terrible hostess, especially after everything he'd done for me.
At least Ruby had kept him warm. She lay sprawled across his lap, and she didn't move even when I slid cautiously off the couch. Tired from her long night of work, no doubt.
Work! Had he managed to fix it?
Quiet in my bare feet, I went to my desk, where I found a note on my laptop's keyboard.
"The disease is cured. I decided I want a pony after all. So does Ruby."
I smiled and set the note aside, then started up the game and let it load while I headed for the bathroom and a quick shower. Andrew had seen me in the middle of the night, seen me mumbling like a moron, but that didn't mean he had to see me first thing in the morning.
The previous day's makeup, which I hadn't taken off, was smudged and faded. I should probably have washed it off before my nap but I hadn't expected to be sleeping so long and I wouldn't have wanted Andrew to see my naked face. I weighed myself before showering, then scrubbed my body clean with unnecessary force, livid over the full pound I'd gained since the day before. I knew pizza was bad for me, so why had I let myself indulge?
It was probably just water weight, but it usually took at least a few days to get rid of that after eating something inappropriate, and if I still had it clinging to me Monday night I'd have to deal with Joel's frustration and disappointment. I hated having to defend myself to him.
I tried to push the annoying thoughts away, but couldn't manage it until I'd dressed and done my makeup and was wandering through the game world checking everything. Not a trace of the disease was left anywhere, and I was both thrilled Andrew had succeeded and angry with myself for not having been more help.
Once I'd made sure the little contests and bonus gifts I'd planned for the special weekend were all still present and working properly, I logged out my official character and went back in with my player character. I found several of my usual game buddies, and we teamed up to kill dragons and monsters and protect the sacred grove I'd designed, although they didn't know that.
The company's rules were strict: no official business to be handled with the player characters, never even a hint of game play on the corporate ones, and no connection between them. A lot of my coworkers never played the game, but I'd loved online role-playing games for years before getting the job and I loved them even more now that I knew how much work went on behind the scenes.
After an hour or so, I heard Andrew shifting in the chair. A glance told me he wasn't anywhere close to waking up, but his change in position woke Ruby, who climbed down and wandered over to me.
I picked her up and hugged her. "You've got a new best friend, don't you?" I whispered. "Don't need me any more."
She gave a huge yawn.
"Too early for the drama queen act? I agree. Want your breakfast?"
I logged out of the game and gave Ruby her shot and food, then checked out the game's code while she ate.
Andrew had done a great job. He'd documented what he'd done and written up a few recommendations for how to prevent such a thing from happening again, and he'd even spotted another sabotage that was to take place in a few weeks. He hadn't wasted time fixing it last night but he'd noted where to find it and how to get rid of it.
And I'd been passed out on the couch dreaming of foursomes.
Such a weird dream. I shivered remembering the deep reluctance I'd felt and the agony of facing Julie. Andrew had been so sweet but he must have thought I was the biggest freak ever.
Ruby, finished eating, wandered over to him. I called her in a whisper, not wanting her to disturb him, but she turned her back deliberately and clambered up into his lap. Without opening his eyes, he wrapped an arm around her furry body as she settled down to sleep.
I watched them for a moment, impressed by how quickly he'd won Ruby over. She hadn't even sat on Sandra's lap until she'd known her for weeks. Maybe an overnight work session was good for bonding.
Wanting to let Liz know how much work Andrew had done, I went into my email but was sidetracked by a message from him with a file attached.
Rhiannon,
I knew you wanted to remember the dream, so when I realized you were having it I brought over my phone and used its voice recorder to capture what you said. It actually came out pretty clear, and I hope it helps.
Andrew
I plugged in my headphones and listened to the recording, which brought a lump to my throat at my own obvious sadness and his gentle encouragement to keep talking. How sweet, and what a quick thinker to grab his phone on the way over to me. Louisa would be thrilled to hear the recording at my next counseling session.
Once I'd emailed Liz to let her know how the night had gone, sending a copy to Andrew as well, I settled onto the couch with a glass of water and a novel about a woman struggling to prepare for her first marathon. I wanted a break from my computer, and I had to do something quiet so I wouldn't disturb my two sleeping beauties. My apartment felt different with Andrew there, even though he wasn't awake. It felt like home, and I didn't want that to end.
The comfortable peacefulness continued until eight forty-five, when a beeping noise began somewhere in the arm chair. Ruby was too deeply asleep to care, but Andrew stuffed one hand under the cushion and stopped the beeping. He pulled his cell phone out of the chair and rubbed his hand across his face, then looked over at me.
"Hey. Good morning." His voice, rough with sleep, sent a weird pang through my chest. I hadn't heard a man sound like that for a long time, or seen one waking up either. So intimate. "How are you? Did you sleep okay after..."
"I did, thanks to you. And thanks for the recording. I'm sorry you had to see all that."
He cleared his throat. "I'm sorry you have to live with it. I'm just glad I was able to help a bit. If I did."
"If? You're kidding, right? With that plus all the stuff you did last night? You're amazing."
He blushed. "Not amazing. And I didn't do that much, you know. I meant to fix the other sabotage after the disease was gone but I didn't have the energy."
"Gee, I can't imagine why. What time did you finish?"
"Um, four-thirty, I think? Maybe closer to five."
"So why'd you set an alarm for so early?"
"I figured I should be online before nine to make sure things were still okay." He shifted in the chair. "And also I didn't want to sleep all day and make you have to kick me out."
"The game's working perfectly so don't worry about that, and after last night you can sleep as long as you want. I'm so sorry I didn't give you a blanket or anything. You deserved it after all that work. I'm going to tell Liz to get you two ponies."
He looked down at Ruby. "I'd rather have this cat."
I held up my fists. "Don't even think about it, buster."
He laughed and ran his hand along her back. "Does she usually sleep in this chair?"
I nodded, and he said, "Thought so. When I took it last night, she gave me this look. So much disgust in such a cute little face."
"Gotta love a cat with 'tude'," I said, echoing his comment of the night before.
He grinned. "Most definitely. And she's a good heating pad so don't worry about the blanket thing. I was fine. And if the game's fine, I guess I'd better move her so I can get out of your hair."
I didn't want him to go. With Sandra away, I had no plans for the weekend, and I liked having him around. "You're right, you know. We probably should be online when the event goes live. You're welcome to stay for a while if you want."
"Are you sure?"
I nodded. "But if you have other plans, it's okay."
"I have to meet my parents at the airport tonight. They're flying in from Vancouver for a friend's wedding next week. Other than that, I was going to spend the day playing the game."
"You play?" I said, surprised.
He looked sheepish. "I know, it's nerdy, but I love it."
"What's your top-level character?"
"Level seventy-two wizard."
"Not bad." I gave him a big smile. "My swordswoman's a seventy-four."
"You play too?" He shook his head in amazement. "I didn't think anyone else there actually played in their spare time."
"Most of them don't. I'm a nerd too."
"The nerds will inherit the earth, you know."
"Let's hope so."
We grinned at each other, and he said, "So, should we get logged in?"
After an hour of uneventful supervision with our official characters, he said, "You wouldn't happen to have a bagel or anything, would you?"
I was so used to being hungry I hadn't noticed. I should have thought of him, though. Horrified at my continuing lack of hostessing, I said, "No, but there's a Griffin Café right around the corner. Stay here and make sure nothing blows up and I'll be right back."
"It's okay," he tried.
"It so isn't. I'm ashamed of myself for not feeding you. Five minutes."
Joel wouldn't be thrilled at how many meals I'd eaten off-plan, but I couldn't help it. A bagel wouldn't ruin things too badly, as long as I made sure it wasn't too big, and black coffee was permitted on the plan. I didn't particularly like it, but I was getting used to it.
Food acquired, I arrived home to be greeted by the sounds of Christina Aguilera. I set my purchases on the desk near our computers and said, "You're just full of surprises. Didn't expect you to be into Christina."
He held up a CD case. "It's yours."
"That doesn't explain why you're playing it."
"I like her. Plus, she's fun to sing along with." He joined Christina, with a truly terrifying falsetto, but fortunately for only a few seconds before we both burst into laughter.
"You're an odd one, you know." I shook my head. "A martial artist who likes Christina."
"A computer nerd martial artist who likes Christina," he corrected. "So I'm even weirder. Ask me if I like Britney Spears too."
I narrowed my eyes and studied him suspiciously then said, "Sorry, I won't. I'm scared of the answer."
"You should be." He grinned at me. "This bagel mine?"
We monitored the game while we ate, then Andrew said, "I've never played with a swordswoman of the same level as me, you know."
"If I play with you, you still wouldn't have. 'Cause I'm higher than you."
"And you'll never let me forget it, will you?"
I made my best innocent face.
He laughed. "That's what I thought."
We sat in silence for a moment, then I realized that he didn't want to make me feel like I had to play with him. "I've never played with someone else in the room with me."
"No? Me either."
"We should try it," I said, and his grin made it clear I'd said exactly what he wanted.
Having him there was so different, but so much fun. We talked freely as we played, planning who we'd attack next and congratulating each other on good moves, and it wasn't until my stomach started growling that I realized it was three in the afternoon.
"Want some more pizza while we play?"
He glanced at his watch. "How'd it get to be so late?"
"Time flies when you're killing monsters."
"So true." He pondered then said, "Actually..."
My stomach twisted. Of course he had every right to leave, but I didn't want him to. How much I wanted him to stay surprised me, and scared me a little.
"Actually, my eyes are getting tired. Could I take you out for something to eat?"
Relief and happiness swept me, even though another meal with him wouldn't do my diet any favors. "You don't have to do that. If anything, I should be taking you out."
"You bought me a bagel and coffee."
"You bought me pizza."
He studied me. "How about this? I take you out and you take me out."
"That makes no sense," I said, smiling. "But sure."
*****
We parted ways after that late lunch, once we'd confused our server by requesting separate bills and paying each other's bill, and I did my best to convince myself we'd be back to business as usual on Monday. But when Liz called us both into her office to thank us for our work, just the sight of him warmed me deep inside.
Thinking of him now warms me the same way, and I let the sweetness of it flow over me, how we fit together, two nerds in a pod. Connecting with Bill was like a lightning strike; with Andrew it's been more like lava rising in a volcano. But in both cases, plenty of heat.
I flip open the laptop and make a file called simply "Andrew", then sit and stare at it for a while. If this is the last communication I get to have with him, what do I want to say? I don't know, so I just start typing.
Dear Andrew,
First off, thank you for sending me that rose background. It might be the last flower I get to see, and it's gorgeous.
And so are you. You're the biggest sweetheart on the planet and I'm so glad I got to know you. After Bill died I didn't know if I'd ever fall in love again, but you give me hope.
I'm so sorry about Joel. But I'm so glad you were there for me.
Do I really want to mention the stupid mistake I made? Or should I erase that part?
As I study the screen, excitement suddenly spills through me and I don't know why. Confused, I raise my head, and hear a sound that I must have unconsciously recognized.
A police siren.
I am so happy I can hardly breathe. This is it. Saved. Will it be a big burly man or a skinny one, or a woman? I don't care who it is.
The siren's getting louder, and I burst out laughing with sheer delight. Soon, so soon. I'm so glad I didn't eat those stupid cookies.
I'll hear the siren peak, then stop as the car stops. The cop will come down the hill toward me. I imagine him as an older guy, a little overweight but with kind eyes. He'll peer in the window at me and say, "You all right?" Then he'll help me get out, or get help if he can't, and it'll all be over. Soon.
My heart pounds so hard it hurts.
The siren's sound peaks.
And then it begins to fade.
My stomach twists as all my excitement turns to dread. Where is my cop going? He must know I'm here, so why didn't he stop? Surely he saw my tire tracks heading off the road.
I hit the horn as fast and hard as I can, over and over, even though I know it doesn't work. It might, even once, and that might be all I need. In case it's not, I also scream my loudest, and then abandon the horn and start clapping my hands and hitting the car's door and roof to try to augment my screaming.
I pause every few seconds to see whether I'm having an effect. Each time I do, the siren's pitch has dropped and it's a bit quieter, and then I can't hear it at all.
I drop my stinging hands to my side and sit, too shocked to move, staring vacantly out my crack-riddled window at the snow. Still falling heavily, it completely covers the tops of the nearby rocks and fallen trees. Maybe three inches of thick fluffy snowflakes.
There's a blank spot in my head, a place where my brain knows the truth but can't let itself accept and understand it. It feels numb and stupid, like how your lip feels after the dentist freezes your mouth. You know it's there, but it's utterly out of your control. The rest of my mind is keeping itself fully engaged with the snow. I have no conscious thoughts. I don't want any.
After a long time, though, I make myself say it out loud, make the blank spot admit what it knows and the rest of my brain hear and understand.
"If there's this much snow here in the trees, there's way more up on the road. The officer didn't see your tracks. Nobody will see them. You're on your own."
Immediately I doubt this assessment. Of course someone will see. People don't die like this, ten feet off the highway. I'm barely twenty minutes away from my parents' place. And I can't be on my own, because I can't get out on my own.
My head splits in two again. Half of my brain is screaming, "If you can't get out and they can't find you, you're going to die in here," and the other half took another shot of anesthetic. I can feel both parts. The stunned silence in my skull. The screaming echoing over and around it.
I cup my hands over my mouth and breathe, hoping to stop the shrieking in my head, and eventually I'm calm enough to think, at least a little bit. I need to analyze the situation.
Fact number one: that car did not stop.
Fact number two: if they were racing to another call and saw my tracks, the officers might not stop but they would send another car.
Fact number three: if another car doesn't come shortly, then they didn't see me.
These are not comforting facts. But they're what I've got.
Along with one more: my chances are far better if I get out of the car. I could stand by the side of the road and wait for another car to drive by.
Actually, duh. If I could go to the road, I could also get my stupid phone and call for help.
But it all depends on being able to go.
And right now I can't.
I try to wiggle my toes, pushing them up as far as I can. Through the awful splintery pain, I can feel the bones in the top of my foot shifting, pressing against the car. They're not moving very far, though, and my foot doesn't slide even a little bit.
If it won't move, maybe... probably not, but maybe...
Using my unhurt foot and both hands, I try to pull the car up, putting everything I've got into it. Then I try to push the floor down. No surprise, the car doesn't shift at all. I didn't think it would but I had to try.
I sit back, panting. The car won't move, so the only option is the foot. I already tried pulling it straight out, and it did nothing but cause a lot of pain. Could I somehow get myself onto the passenger seat, haul myself over the gearshift, and pull from an angle? Sneak out from under whatever's pinning me?
Or... open my door and slither out to pull from that angle?
When I push open the door, cold air and snowflakes spin into the car. I'd thought it was getting cool inside but that's nothing compared to what's outside.
There wouldn't be animals here, would there? What kind of creature would live beside a rural Ontario highway? Coyotes, maybe. I do not want a coyote in the car with me. Or any animal, for that matter. I don't even want a bunny rabbit.
But the door opened, and that's pretty much the first thing that's worked in my favor since the crash so I take it as a sign. I push my butt to the front edge of the seat then slide down onto the bottom of the door frame. My knee protests the twisting, since my foot is still facing straight ahead, but a free foot and angry knee is far better than a trapped foot and cheerful knee so I ignore it and pull, trying to turn my foot as I do.
When I first feel it shift, I can't believe it. It's such a tiny movement I'm afraid I imagined it, but I pull again and feel it for sure this time. My foot is sliding inside my boot.
But it hurts more each time I pull.
I twist even further and hang out of the car, supporting myself with one mittened hand in the snow and one clinging to the door frame. I give a mighty yank, and the pain that slams through me makes everything that came before feel like a caress.
Something is in my foot, and it's ripping it to shreds.
Whimpering at the agony flooding my body, I hold still. Now that I'm not moving the pain begins to ease, and as it dulls I can pick out its centre. It's focused around the top of my foot, near my ankle, so I'll have to pull my whole size-nine foot out, letting the object cut through it, to get free.
If I can even get free that way. I could pull my foot halfway out then jam it even tighter in place.
Terrified of the pain but more terrified of the situation, I take a deep breath then let it out and force myself to pull with every fiber of my being.
As the pain surges to new and unbelievable heights my stomach revolts, and I throw up onto the snow beside the car, narrowly managing to miss myself. I stay hovering over the mess I've made, tears sliding down my face and freezing against my skin in the wind, waiting to be sure I won't throw up again.
I also won't pull again. I can't. I hate myself for it, but I can't. There has to be another way out, because I can't face that again.
A news story I heard about a guy with his arm trapped beneath a boulder comes to mind. He cut his arm off to escape, sawed right through it with his trusty knife. A shudder tears through me. I don't think I could do that, and even if I could, I have no knife.
All I have is my teeth.
I stare at my jeans-covered leg. Could I bite and chew at myself until I got free?
My stomach twists again and I take deep breaths to calm it. Even if I threw up every few seconds, if it got me out of the car...
I squeeze my eyes shut tight. It wouldn't. I'd have to bite through my own leg bone.
Wouldn't that have been great, if I'd started chewing my leg and then hit the bone? What a kick in the teeth.
An awful laughter explodes in me. It's not funny, it's the furthest thing from funny, and yet I can't stop cackling. I laugh and laugh and cry and keep laughing until I'm worn out.
Then I try to get back into the car and I can't.
I've indeed worn myself out, with the crying and the barfing and the pulling and the laughing, and my arms won't lift my body back into the car. They've been holding me up the whole time and they're just done.
Not laughing any more, I hold tight to the door frame and try to pull my hand out of the snow and bring it up to join the other one.
I can't make myself lift it, though. I know that if my top hand slips and I drop I'm going to pull my foot again, and the thought of that pain makes me feel small and weak.
But the snow stinging my face isn't pleasant either, so I count to three and tell myself to move my hand, and on the fourth attempt at that my hand actually moves and I catch the door frame. I hang there, panting, then haul myself back onto my seat.
I shut the door, having achieved nothing but pain and cold and exhaustion, and such a rage fills me that I almost relish the idea of biting my leg off, tearing at myself in a fury.
It's beyond unfair. There are evil people roaming free right this second, doing terrible things to people, and I'm stuck here because I want to lose weight?
Unable to keep the anger inside me any longer, I start screaming, and I scream every curse word I can think of and repeat some of the best-sounding ones until my throat is raw.
Shaking with fury, I open the door and slam it as hard as I can again and again, but it doesn't calm me so I pound my fist on the passenger seat next to the cookies.
Cookies. Not eating them hasn't done me any good, so why not eat them?
My hands rip open the container before I realize I'm going to do it, and I cram an entire cookie into my mouth. It's far too big and I start to choke, then hack and cough and spray cookie bits over myself and the car.
After a few more racking coughs that rip at my painful throat, I manage to get myself under control. The sweet taste of chocolate lingers in my mouth, but the cookie itself is everywhere but inside me. Such a waste.
That about sums up my relationship with food. No joy, just pain. No satisfaction, just a hint of what I could have but never let myself savor.
I drop my head back against the seat, sadness rising as the last remnants of my anger melt away, and I cross my arms over my chest and let the tears fall. The numbed part of my brain is beginning to thaw, to accept what it needs to know.
I can't escape. All my life, I've hated being out of control, and this is the ultimate.
I need to accept that I might not make it out.
My brain again pulls up a ton of excuses as to why that can't happen, but there's a strange comfort in knowing that this might indeed be the end of my life. I wouldn't need to fight any more. Fight myself.
My tears slow and sleep sneaks up on me. For a moment I'm ready to let go, to give in. That scares me, so I make myself wriggle in my seat to find some semblance of alertness, and open my door to let another rush of cold air wake me further.
That's when I realize I am soaking wet after my time in the snow.
I close the door fast, but it's too late. What little warmth had built back up in the car is gone, and I'm soon shivering. It's really not that cold, and I shouldn't be shaking as much as I am, but I can't stop it. I lock my arms around myself and try to calm my body but I can't.
My wet mittens feel dreadful so I take them off and retract my arms into my coat sleeves, stuffing my hands into my armpits. Cuddling myself inside my coat helps, and when my eyes close the cold seems to fade away, leaving me pleasantly drowsy.
Weird images dance through my brain. Ruby gives way to a dragon from the game, which morphs into lizard-skin boots I wanted to buy but thought would make me look silly, which are picked up and modeled by a giraffe, which—
I push my hands out of my coat sleeves and rub my face hard with both palms. Don't go to sleep. It's not good for you. Not now.
I need something to focus on. I need to stay awake until I'm rescued.
I need to eat a cookie.
I probably do need to. It's medicinal, really. Sugar will keep me awake and the carbs will keep me calm. Nature's Prozac. But I will make it an event. No stuffing it in.
I break the cookie into four round-ended triangles, so the chocolate won't melt too much on my fingers, and take tiny nibbles. Some bites contain nothing but cookie, butter and sugar and flour filling my mouth with creamy-sweet sensation. Some are entirely chocolate. Mom only uses big chips of pure chocolate, and when they melt the taste is so exquisite that I have to wait until it's completely gone before I take another bite. Some, the best ones, have a bit of cookie and a bit of chocolate, and then everything dissolves together and it's amazing.
I let myself make little purrs of pleasure as I eat the cookie slower than anyone has ever eaten a cookie before, and when it's gone I feel no need to pick up the last one. I savored the hell out of that cookie, and I am satisfied.
Has that been the secret all along? If I'd really let myself enjoy what I ate, would I have been able to lose weight?
I'd heard of that, but I've never been convinced. Besides, I didn't eat too much. If anything, I ate too little. So how would enjoying it have helped?
Well, it helped me right now, because I feel calm and almost happy. And awake. And I know what I want to do. I will write my will and my letters to my friends and family, say everything I want and need to say, and then no matter what happens I will be at peace.
It's a great decision, but it doesn't last. After a few minutes of working on my will, thinking through everything I own and who should have what, a resurgence of my earlier fury sweeps me. Not at the situation this time, but at myself.
Is this really what matters? This systematic distribution of my crappy possessions? Why am I wasting my time? I erase it all, except for the note about my engagement ring and Bill's mother's earrings, then type:
Sandra and Andrew, I'm counting on you to make sure Ruby gets a good home. If you can't keep her, find someone who'll love her and make sure she gets her shots and her vet visits. I've got a few thousand dollars in my retirement fund, and whoever takes Ruby should get that money too.
Mom and Dad, everything else I have is yours. Keep whatever you want, then sell any leftovers and give the money to a charity that helps kidnapped adults. I wanted to start one after Bill died but I was too scared. I wish I had done it.
I love you, so much.
I close the laptop as tears pour down my cheeks. Writing the note makes it seem possible. I'm beginning to accept the unacceptable, and not even my foot has ever hurt this much.
Having let myself really cry, I can't stop. A dam has burst somewhere in my tear ducts, and I huddle into my seat, folding my right hand over the bracelet on my left wrist in a desperate search for comfort.
I might be about to die.
It's not like I truly thought I'd live forever, but at the same time I've never known a world without me in it and it's impossible to imagine.
At Bill's funeral, the minister kept talking about how he was safe and happy in heaven, at the side of his father who'd died of cancer when Bill was eighteen. Bill's family had attended that church since he was a baby, and the minister had choked up a few times trying to speak. But he and Bill's mother had their religion to comfort them. I didn't.
I don't know what I believe about life after death. I've always hoped there is one, and that hope is even stronger now. But I get bogged down in the horrible things that happen, and in what kind of god could allow them, and I can't reconcile that with the supposed beauty of heaven.
I don't want to go to heaven anyhow. I want to stay here.
There was a time, after Bill, when I did want to die. The idea of living on the same planet as Julie seemed unbearable. But I'd never done anything more than occasionally let the thought cross my mind. I couldn't kill myself. Bill wouldn't have wanted that for me.
We'd had spirited discussions about religion, and I'd both envied and been unable to share his faith. I know he drew comfort, chained to that tree, from his firm belief that he'd be in heaven shortly, and I hope with all my heart he was right.
I have no such faith for myself, though. My parents were regular churchgoers until I was eight, and I've seen so many brutally unkind and two-faced people professing to be good that I don't trust religion. Bill and his mom had been the exceptions: they'd lived their faith, and I'd loved them even more for it.
My spirituality, though... there isn't much of it. Have I even set any...
I take a deep shuddery breath and brush away the tears. I don't need to be so worried about the afterlife. I'm not dead yet.
A little snicker escapes me at the memory of Bill watching and laughing at the Monty Python sketch about the poor man whose son claims he's dead.
There were those funny walks, too, and the lumberjack thing. Plaid. I never liked plaid. Polka dots, sure, but—
I squeeze my eyes tightly closed then open them again. My mind keeps wandering away from me and I don't like it. I need to keep myself focused on where I am, so I can take any opportunities that arise. Whatever they might be.
What was I thinking about?
Right. I open the laptop and check my planning document. Under the category of 'Spirituality', I find no goals. Blank space.
While that's very zen, that's not why I left it blank. I'd never been able to think of a spiritual goal. I'd toyed with exploring various religions, but it felt so artificial and irrelevant that I hadn't done more than a cursory Internet search. Picking out a religion like I'd pick out a vacation destination? Not right, somehow. So I'd let it slide.
I do think there's something overseeing everything, but then I see an awful event and I have to wonder how well the overseeing is going. Bill's death, for example. Why did such a good man have to die? And do I deserve to die, for that matter?
No. I don't, and he didn't either. Things happen, though. Bad things. But then good things happen too. Maybe we need the bad ones to make the good ones even better?
Although I'd happily accept no more good things to have Bill still alive.
I don't know. Maybe this is one of those things you can't know in life. Like why Julie thought kidnapping Bill would accomplish anything she wanted. Or why my subconscious thought a dream about a foursome was the best way to handle my pain.
As I'd expected, Louisa had been delighted to listen to Andrew's recording of my nightmare, but she'd also wondered about my relationship with him. "He's your coworker, but he was there overnight?"
After I explained about the sabotage, she said, "And how did you meet him?"
I explained that too, including that he'd asked me out for coffee and I'd said no.
"He sounds interesting. Do you like him?"
"Yeah, he's a nice guy."
She turned her head a bit to one side and fixed me with a firm stare.
"I know, that's not what you meant. I guess I don't know. I probably could have, before. He's sweet and smart and cute and my cat adores him. But I'm not sure I'm ready for all that."
She nodded slowly. "But also not sure you're not."
I took a sip of water to give myself time to think. She waited, as she always did when I held back. I sometimes wondered if we'd sit there for years if I refused to speak. I imagined being with Andrew, dating him, and fear and warmth filled me in equal measure. "Yeah, I guess that's true. I'm not sure I'm not ready."
"Well, that's lovely." She smiled at me. "Now, this dream. What do you think it means?"
"I'm not a freak in the bedroom?"
I got the stare and the silence again, and said, "It seems like it's a bunch of things. Wanting to say no and not being able to, seeing that other people don't like what's happening but are also powerless, and Julie being there... they don't seem to fit together."
Louisa studied me. "If you could say one thing to Julie, just one, what would it be?"
"Don't hurt Bill," I said immediately, then blinked back tears. "Bit late for that, isn't it?"
"Maybe not."
"It wouldn't help."
"It wouldn't help him now, no, but maybe it would help you. What did you say the last time you saw her?"
I considered this. I hadn't spoken to Julie since before Bill and I got engaged. When she'd spoken directly to me in the courtroom, I'd been too shocked and horrified to respond. She'd— My heart skipped a beat then pounded hard and painfully as the pieces fell into place.
"When she told me she'd killed him so I'd be alone, she grinned at me," I said, the words coming slowly as if crawling through thick mud on their way out. "The courtroom guys grabbed her to drag her away, but she kept giving me that same grin. The one from the dream. I didn't say anything to her. I couldn't."
"So she got the last word," Louisa murmured. "She shouldn't get to have that."
"Would answering back in the dream make anything different?"
"You tell me."
I usually hated Louisa answering my questions that way, but this time I barely noticed. "It might. I could tell her how horrible she is, and she wouldn't be able to say anything."
"Would telling her she's horrible make you feel better?"
I wanted to say that it would, but I couldn't. "No. Bill would still be dead. She did love him. She killed the guy she loved, the guy I loved, an amazing teacher and an awesome person, because she couldn't keep him to herself. It's insane."
"So what do you want to tell her?"
Sorting through my tangled feelings and emotions took a while, and Louisa waited calmly until I said, "I pity her. I know Bill died thinking about me and loving me. If he was thinking about her at all, it wasn't with love. He probably did forgive her at the end, since that's how he was, but he didn't love her. She knows that, I'm sure. I have to live without him, but she has to live with that and that's worse."
Louisa nodded, and we spent a while working on a short speech I could give Julie the next time I had the dream, eventually getting it nailed down to three short sentences I could recite without stumbling.
"When the dream starts," Louisa said once we were happy with the speech, "let yourself recognize that you've been here before. As she turns to face you, that's your cue to take a deep breath and be ready to start talking. You can interrupt her so she doesn't get to say a word."
"But I'm asleep."
"True, but you're still there, even though you're not awake. You can do it. Try rehearsing it a few times, picturing her turning toward you and you giving your speech, before you fall asleep tonight."
Though letting Julie appear in my mind made me feel ill, I did my rehearsals before bed that night, and every night for the next week, but I still woke up shaking and crying.
I'd told Andrew about the planned speech, figuring he deserved to know how I'd used his recording, and he'd made me promise to let him know if he could help. Halfway through the first week I nearly called him, but I couldn't bring myself to bother him at three in the morning. Instead I lay in bed sobbing until I eventually cried myself to sleep.
At my next appointment Louisa told me it was only a matter of time until I managed to say those words to Julie, but I couldn't do it in the first few weeks we tried, and I got more and more tired of waking up in terror and tears.
And then, yet again, Andrew was there for me.
*****
Andrew stuck his head into my cubicle. "Ready for lunch?"
I nodded, picked up my purse and a jacket against the cool November day, and followed him to the elevator.
The first Friday after our overnight session, he'd emailed in the morning to see if I wanted to have lunch with him "since we had lunch last Friday and now it's a tradition". We'd said hi in the halls at work and bumped into each other in the game, but we hadn't spent any in-person time together and I was surprised and a little scared by how much I wanted to do exactly that.
I emailed Sandra for advice, and she said I should eat real food and should eat it with him so I pulled up all my courage and said I'd go.
That lunch had been relaxed and enjoyable, just like the Saturday I'd spent with him, and the second Friday I'd emailed him instead of the other way around.
We'd ended up in the elevator at the same time as a group of coworkers that week so we'd eaten with them, but since then we'd had an unspoken agreement to let the others leave first for lunch and then head out together. We also emailed each other a few times a week and arranged times to meet in the game. I liked being with him, and it seemed he felt the same way. I longed to analyze what was happening between us but I did my best not to; we were friends, and at the moment that was enough. That was all I could handle.
We usually went to the nearby mall's food court, but he said, "Mind if we go to the Griffin Café up the road instead? It'll take us ten minutes to get there, but it's less noisy."
"Sure. The walk will do me good. I need fresh air or I'll spend the afternoon asleep under my desk."
He looked over as we walked along. "You're that tired?"
I nodded.
"Nightmare again?"
"Yup."
"How many nights in a row is that now?"
I sighed. "I'm too tired to count. Six, I think."
He shook his head. "Brutal. And I assume nothing's changed in the dream?"
"Same old, same old."
We walked the last block to the café in silence, but he stopped me before I could open the door. "Let me help. Please."
But then he'd see me sleeping and crying again. "You can't stop me having it."
"I know. Wish I could. But if I woke you up at the right time again at least you might know what's not working with the speech you prepared."
I leaned against the café's brick wall and looked at his earnest face. That first time had been a fluke; we obviously hadn't expected to be together overnight. This time, if I said yes, it'd be planned and methodical. He'd show up at my apartment, spend the evening with me, then watch me sleep and wait until I needed his help the most.
I shut my eyes, suddenly so desperate for that. His help and support. Someone to comfort and take care of me. "You'll think I'm weird."
"I know you're weird."
I opened my eyes, surprised, and he grinned. "You told me that the day I met you."
He was so cute I had to smile back, but I was still so unsure.
When I didn't speak, he said, "Look, I know it's awkward. I feel strange too. But since I saw it the other time, I think I'll know the right point to wake you up. I really want to help."
His acknowledging the oddity of the situation made it better somehow. I held out for one last second before admitting, first to myself and then to him, "I'd really appreciate that."
He smiled at me and I had an overwhelming urge to throw myself into his arms. I hadn't been held by a man in so long.
Andrew closed his hand over my shoulder. "Thank you. I'll do my best."
"I know," I managed to get out through the longing for his embrace.
He gave my shoulder a squeeze then stepped back, and in an obvious attempt to lighten the mood and change the subject said, "Hey, anything to see my favorite cat again."
After a deep breath to push aside my emotions, I laid the back of my hand dramatically across my forehead. "You'll ignore me all night and just play with Ruby."
He grinned and opened the door for me. "Not all night. I promise to give you... ten minutes of attention."
"Wow, ten whole minutes." I walked through and made sure the door didn't close on him.
"Hey, I was going to say five."
I laughed. "Well, thank God for small mercies. Ruby'll be thrilled, I have to say. She liked you more than anyone else she's met, even Sandra."
"Who's Sandra?"
We were interrupted by the cashier, but once we had our food I told him about Sandra, and then we talked about MMA and running and work and the game and everything else that came to mind until he glanced at the café's clock and said, "Is that really the time?"
I pulled out my cell phone. Sure enough, we'd been gone well over an hour. "We'd better get going."
I slid down from my tall stool, then watched in surprise as he struggled first to get down and then to take the first few steps toward the door. "Are you okay?"
He shrugged, then winced. "Even that hurts. Yeah, I'm fine. Vicious MMA training session last night. I'm sore everywhere."
My mental movie had a single frame spliced into it, a fleeting image of what 'everywhere' might look like naked, and I had to turn away so he wouldn't see my blush. Over my shoulder, I said, "That's too bad. Can you rest for a few days now?"
He was walking normally once we got outside. "Yup. That was my last big workout before, um, my fight."
I turned to him. "You're fighting? That's your first one, right? Cool. When?"
"Next Saturday."
"Then no way can you stay over tonight. You need your rest."
He smiled and shook his head. "I'll be fine. And to be honest, I could use the distraction. I'm getting nervous."
"Well, good luck. And tell me how it goes. I'm sure you'll be great."
"Thanks. I hope so."
We walked along in silence, and I wondered if he'd ask me to go. Did I even want to go? Watch him smash or be smashed?
"Rhiannon?"
I looked over. "Yup?"
His neck above his jacket collar turned a blotchy red. "I... what time tonight?"
*****
At first our evening was as awkward and uncomfortable as I'd feared. Andrew was quiet, almost nervous, and I was too afraid I'd embarrass myself in my sleep to find topics of conversation.
It felt like a date, but I knew it wasn't. But then what was it? I was making him dinner and he was staying the night. Significant date elements, to be sure.
We talked only about work while we ate the chicken and pasta I'd made, but as I brought out the fat-free frozen yogurt I'd bought for dessert he said, "I had a thought."
I put his bowl in front of him and sat with my much smaller serving. "Did it hurt?"
He squeezed his eyes shut in pretend pain, then opened them. "No, smartass, it didn't. I thought we should do whatever you'd usually do tonight. Keep to your routine."
Probably a good idea. I'd be more likely to have the nightmare that way, and for once I actually wanted to have it. "True. Well, I clean up after dinner, then hang out with Ruby and watch TV while I have coffee. Then I play the game until I'm tired enough to go to sleep."
What a pathetic existence.
He smiled. "Other than the Ruby part, it sounds like my usual evenings, so it'll be easy for me to follow your lead."
He did exactly that. We skipped TV in favor of chatting over our coffee, and Ruby sat on his lap instead of mine, but otherwise it was an ordinary night, made extraordinary by his presence.
I'd forgotten how fun playing the game with him was, and I stayed up later than usual because I didn't want it to end, but eventually I had to admit my need for sleep.
"You get ready then, and I'll keep playing."
I'd thought all afternoon about this, but as I stood staring at my reflection in the bathroom mirror I still didn't have an answer.
Should I remove my makeup?
Going to bed with it on felt weird, but so did taking it off and showing Andrew my naked face. Without makeup I looked pale and washed-out, and I didn't want to expose myself to him like that. I'd be exposing my sleeping self, and my nightmare, again. Wasn't that enough?
I decided it was, so I washed my face and reapplied my makeup, making it as subtle as I could. I left off my eyeliner since it would scream "wearing makeup to bed" but layered on everything else. Then I brushed my teeth, changed into sweatpants and a t-shirt since that'd be less intimate than pajamas, and looked into my eyes.
Did you do everything you could do today?
The chicken and pasta fit well into the WeightAway guidelines, but the frozen yogurt put me seventy-eight calories over my daily allotment. I'd do my hour on the elliptical trainer tomorrow and then stay on for another seventy-eight calories' worth of time. As for work, I'd done well there, although I hadn't finished the last bit of coding I'd planned because of our long lunch. I'd do that over the weekend.
Routine complete, I headed out.
Andrew was still online but he looked away from the game. "Need me? I'm about to start a new series of missions but I can wait."
Actually, this was perfect. Less awkward to tuck myself into bed if he was busy. "No, go ahead. I'll get a blanket out for you then go to sleep. But could you turn down the sound a little?"
"Of course. Good night."
"Same to you. And thanks."
"Don't mention it."
We exchanged embarrassed smiles, then he went back to the game. I found a blanket and pillow for him and settled into my bed, the faint familiar sounds of monsters shrieking in pain lulling me to sleep.
*****
"Tell me where you are."
I obeyed the calm but commanding voice in my ear without thought. "In a little empty white room."
"What are you doing?"
I shuddered. "Staring at Julie."
"Are you talking to her? Saying your speech?"
Realizing I was waking up, I started to shift to a sitting position, but Andrew said, "No, stay there. I'm with you. Tell me what's happening."
His hand moved onto my shoulder, its weight comforting, and I relaxed and let myself slide back into the dream, describing it as I saw it.
Julie stood before me with that terrible mocking grin.
My knees felt weak and wobbly but the speech I'd prepared with Louisa rang through my brain. I knew the words. I had them ready.
But I couldn't speak.
I couldn't even breathe.
Julie laughed. "Nothing to say?"
My body might have been turned to stone. All I could do was stare at her.
Andrew's hand tightened on my shoulder. "Anything else?"
I took a deep breath, proving to myself that I could, that I was back in the real world. "Nothing." I opened my eyes, and the gentle tenderness on his face made a sob burst from me. "Why couldn't I say it?"
He rubbed my shoulder. "I don't know. But you had the words. That's something."
"It's not enough!"
My anger drove him back, but I grabbed his hand as he pulled it from my shoulder. "I'm so sorry. I'm not mad at you, how could I be. It's just frustrating. I'm so tired." I dissolved into tears. "I can't sleep and I need to, and now I'm yelling at you when you're so nice, and—" The sadness shut my throat and I collapsed onto my pillow.
I still held his hand, and he gave mine a firm squeeze then wrapped his other hand around it. "Let it out," he said softly. "Just let it go."
I tried, knowing I needed the release, but I couldn't relax enough to allow the tears to escape. A few managed to sneak by, but most stayed stuck, and I soon wiped my eyes with my free hand and said, "I think I'm okay now."
"You're not okay, you're amazing."
I sniffled and sat up. "That'd be you, not me."
"Maybe we're even."
I smiled. "Maybe." I doubted it.
"Can I get you anything? Water? Tissues? Ruby?"
"All of the above, please."
He released my hand, which made me wish he hadn't, then scooped up Ruby and laid her gently in my lap. The tissue box from the bathroom arrived next, and I'd blown my nose and rubbed under my eyes to remove any tear-damaged mascara and was hugging Ruby when he returned with a water glass and a dining room chair.
He set the chair down next to the bed facing me and settled onto it, then scratched behind Ruby's ears with one hand and passed me the water with the other. When I'd taken a few sips he said, "Any better?"
I nodded. "Thanks so much."
"Didn't I say not to mention it? Do you remember what you told me when I woke you?"
"Yup. Had the words but couldn't say 'em." I sighed. "Maybe someday."
"Definitely someday."
We sat for a while, the only sound Ruby's purring as we both patted her, then Andrew said, "Do you usually have the dream twice in a night?"
I shook my head, then qualified it with, "I don't think so, anyhow."
"Good. Then you can probably sleep the rest of the night."
I glanced at my alarm clock. Three o'clock. "I'm not ready yet." As always, I felt sick and sad post-dream, although his company helped. "But you can sleep. You must be exhausted."
He shook his head. "I'm here to help you, even if I have to stay up until seven."
Touched, I smiled. "What about seven-oh-one?"
He folded his arms and glared at me. "No way. That's so unreasonable."
We smiled at each other, and he said, "When you're ready to sleep I will too. But not before. Want to read? Watch TV? Play the game?"
"I'm actually comfy right here. Can we just talk for a bit?"
"Of course."
Naturally, we then sat in silence.
"I can't think of anything to say," he confessed.
"Tell me about MMA."
"Good idea. That'll put you to sleep for sure."
I poked his arm. "No, it's neat. And you're really fighting next weekend?"
"Apparently."
"Is it for money or anything?"
He shook his head. "It's between my school and a few others around Toronto. Mostly new fighters or guys who haven't fought for a while."
"Do you know your opponent?"
"I know of him. Looked up his past fights and all that stuff."
His voice had started to shake as he spoke. I turned toward him, but before I could assure him he'd be fine he said, "Would you come watch me?"
When he hadn't invited me at lunch I'd assumed he didn't want me there, but now I realized he'd started to ask then lost his nerve. "How could I say no after tonight?"
"Easily. If you don't want to go, you don't have to."
But did he want me there? He must, or he wouldn't have asked. But why me?
As I tried to find the words to ask that question, he answered it, speaking slowly as if hunting for words. "This fighting thing is foreign to me. If you were there, you'd be a link to my real life. I don't want to get too caught up in it all."
He'd been my link to the real world tonight. How could I do any less? Besides, I was curious to see how he'd do. "I'd love to go."
His shoulders dropped an inch. "Cool. Bring Sandra if you want."
"I'm sure she'd like to come. I'll ask her. Are you going to win?"
He laughed. "My coaches say you always say yes when someone asks that."
I held out my water glass like a microphone. "Will you win the fight?"
He told the glass, "Yes, definitely. Wait. No. I have no idea."
"What's your opponent's record?"
"Fifteen wins, one loss."
Fifteen. All I could think of to say was, "Hmm."
"Yeah. He's been out for a while and is trying to come back."
Why was Andrew doing this exactly? I cast about for something encouraging. "Hey, you have no losses on your record. So you're better than he is."
Andrew laughed. "I love that. I have a perfect record."
I grinned, glad I'd lightened his mood, and our conversation moved on.
Once I felt ready to sleep, I slipped Ruby off my lap and onto the couch, then used the bathroom and brushed my teeth again, hoping a clean start would give me a better sleep than I'd had so far.
When I came out, Andrew said, "Need anything else?"
"Nope. Thank you again, though."
"No need. You can repay me by hauling me out from under the judges' table next weekend if I'm too scared to fight."
I giggled at the image. "You won't be, but will do."
He turned toward his chair. "Ruby, can I share that chair with you?"
"Geez, don't ask her, she'll say no. Just put her on the floor."
"In her own house? How rude."
He gathered the cat into one arm then took her place in the chair. Once he'd spread the blanket over himself, he settled her onto his lap. She meowed once then started purring.
"Nice. That's twice you've got her to sit with you there. Another perfect record."
He chuckled. "Let's hope the fight's as easy. Good night."
"Good night." I had to say more. "Andrew, I really appreciate all—"
"Good night, I said." I could hear a smile in his voice. "That means no talking."
I smiled too. "Yes, sir."
I fell asleep with that smile still on my lips.
*****
I raced into the boutique, panting, to find it full of insanity. Women fighting over tiaras, mothers insisting their daughters had to buy the classic gowns they wanted instead of the sexy ones the daughters craved, bridesmaids arguing over which dress to choose. But no Sandra.
When I managed to flag down a harried saleswoman, she pointed to the back, and I hurried off and found Sandra alone and adrift on a sea of white lace, satin, and tulle.
"Nice of you to show up," she said, cutting off my panicked apologies.
"I'm so sorry, I couldn't help it. Andrew's car wouldn't start this morning and—"
"Oh, that's right, he stayed over. Stayed over to help you. Is that what the kids are calling it these days? And so unselfish of him to spend the night with you."
I stared at her. Her voice held fury, and a strange pain I didn't understand. "It was unselfish, and yes, he helped me. He woke me up right when I was facing... her."
She was obviously still upset but she pulled herself together enough to say, "And were you able to talk to her?"
I shook my head. "Just stared at her. Just like in court."
Her eyes softened and she took a breath to speak, but the saleswoman's return cut her off. "Are you ready to try some gowns now?"
"You waited for me?"
"I did a few, but it's no fun alone," Sandra muttered.
She'd wanted it to be only the two of us for this first wedding-dress expedition. Her mother lived too far away and was too indecisive to be helpful anyhow, and she'd insisted she didn't want Lynne and Christine there although she'd never said why. "I'm so sorry," I said again, but she said, "You're here now, so let's get to it."
Something was clearly still bothering her, though, more than my lateness. She wasn't her usual cheery self. I touched the sleeve of the nearest dress. "Did you like any of these?"
She shrugged. "One wasn't bad."
"The strapless, right?" The saleswoman eased it off its hanger and held it out. Flirty, pretty, and so totally not Sandra. "Want to try it again?"
Sandra shrugged again and pulled off her sweater and jeans then slipped into the dress with the saleswoman's assistance. "What do you think?"
I let the saleswoman finish gushing then said, "It's beautiful."
Sandra looked away from her reflection in the huge gilt-edged mirror at the front of the room. "You're not here for random compliments. Tell me."
"It's cute, and you do look great in it, but it's not you."
She looked back at herself. "No, it's not, is it?"
The saleswoman sighed and undid the dress's zipper.
Sandra said, in her best sweet voice, "Angela, now that my maid of honor is here I think we can handle it without you. I know you're busy today, so why don't you leave us to get on with it?"
Angela shook her head but it was clear she didn't mean it. "I should be here with you. What if you need anything?"
Sandra jerked her head in my direction. "I'll send my servant to fetch it."
Angela wavered, then said, "If you really don't mind, that would be great. We had someone call in sick and it's a zoo out there."
"Go for it."
When she'd left, Sandra said, "She's nice enough but I get no truth from her. Okay, let's do this."
"Do you have a few to try on?"
"See that rack there?"
Easily fifty dresses. "Yup."
"Let's get cracking."
We did, but things still weren't right between us. Sandra seemed distant, and completely uninterested in the hunt for her wedding dress, and the more I thought about her comment about Andrew the less I liked it.
I was gathering the nerve to ask why she didn't like him as we worked to get her into yet another gown, a sleeveless number with a sleek satin-ribbon-wrapped bodice flowing into a full skirt of pure white silk with the same ribbon at the hem. I zipped it up, she faced the mirror...
And we both knew.
"I love it," she whispered, her eyes glowing. "This is the one."
I burst into tears. She looked so gorgeous, and it hurt so much, I couldn't hold them back.
She turned and hugged me hard, and through my sobs I could hear her crying too. "I'm sorry, I'm so sorry, I wish it was you. It's been bothering me all day. I knew it would but it's even harder than I expected. We should have bought your wedding dress first."
I squeezed her as tight as I could. It was partly that, partly what Julie had stolen from me. But not entirely. "I'm going to miss you so much."
"I'm not going anywhere."
"But you'll be with Mark all the time. Like Kathleen."
After the drama with her grandmother had settled down, Kathleen had disappeared so completely into her marriage that we never saw her any more.
Sandra rubbed my back. "You're my best friend. Mark'll just be my husband. No contest."
"You can't know that." I was arguing the wrong thing. I knew Sandra wouldn't be like Kathleen. But seeing her in the gown, so perfect for her, made it real: she was marrying the man she loved, and the one I'd loved was dead. I didn't know how to tell her how hard it was going to be to stand at her side and watch her get married as we'd both wanted her to stand and watch me.
I didn't have to. She hadn't been my best friend for years for nothing. "My wedding's going to hurt you. I know that. And I love that you're still willing to be there for me. I love you for it. And I promise you, nothing is going to change between us. You know that, right?"
"I know." I pulled away. "I shouldn't cry on your dress."
We both managed watery smiles, and she said, "This is a sample one, so you can."
I sniffled. "No, I'll be okay. I'm sorry I'm wrecking this for you."
She hugged me again. "Not even close. If that's the plan you'd better try harder."
Our smiles were a little more solid this time. I didn't want to ruin the moment but I had to ask, "What have you got against Andrew?"
She sighed. For a second I thought she'd deny it, but I should have known better. She was too honest for that. "It's not that I don't like him. I don't even know him."
I leaned back to look at her. "Then what's the problem?"
Her tears rose again. "You ask him to come help you but you don't ask me. He's there for you in the middle of the night and I'm not. You don't want to lose me, but I don't want to lose you either."
"You won't. Never." I squeezed her again then let her go so I could find us some tissues. With my back turned, it was easier to say, "He didn't know me when it happened. That makes it easier somehow. If you'd been there last night, you'd have been picturing Bill and Julie. It's not real to him in the same way, and so I can detach a bit too."
I handed her a wad of tissues and she blew her nose. "Yeah, I can see that, I guess. But you know I'd have helped you, right?"
"You know you have helped me, right? Over and over again? Of course I know that."
We hugged then stood looking at her reflection in the mirror.
She took the skirt in both hands and swished it from side to side. "Think Mark'll like it?"
My eyes flooded with tears once more at her sweet shy tone. "How could he not? You look amazing. It's so totally you."
As we hugged again, she said, "I want to meet Andrew. He does sound great. I'm just scared he'll hurt you."
"Never." I laughed. "But if you want to see him hurt someone else, what are you doing next Saturday?"
She blinked. "That sentence made no sense."
"He's got his first MMA fight next weekend. He asked me if I'd go to support him, and I said I would, and then he said I should bring you so I have support."
"Mark always wants to see live fights. He'll be so jealous that I get to... wait, Saturday?"
I nodded.
She groaned. "I can't. Mark's mother's doing this big 'time for you to meet all the church ladies' party at her house that night."
"Why do you need to meet the church ladies?"
"So I can join them in bake sales and rummage sales and whatever else they do."
That was less like Sandra than the first dress had been. "Don't his parents live two hours from here?"
"Nearly three."
I raised my eyebrows and she said, "His mother apparently prays every night that we'll move 'home', which I think means right around the corner from them."
"Eep."
"Totally."
"Does Mark want to?"
She grinned. "He's planning to keep at least two hours away at all times. If they move, we're moving too."
"Good man."
"That sucks, though. I'd love to see Andrew fight."
I shook my head. "I still can't quite believe it. I'm terrified he's going to get flattened."
"Well, you'll have to cheer extra-hard so he doesn't."
*****
Louisa had cheered pretty loudly when I told her about my second overnight session with Andrew. She'd been happy that he'd invited me to his fight, thinking it was a good sign for our relationship. More, though, she'd been thrilled that the speech we'd prepared had been in my mind, and positive I'd soon be able to say it.
But six weeks later, I still haven't managed it.
And now maybe I never will.
I don't want to think about Julie and that speech. I'd far rather think about Andrew. Andrew, and how his fight changed everything for us.
"Rhiannon?"
I turned to see a tall black man wearing a red "Keyes Kombat" t-shirt bulging with muscle. "That's me."
He extended his hand. "I'm Jake. Andrew asked me to hang out with you."
We shook hands, and I tried not to wince at the strength of his grip. "Nice to meet you. Where is Andrew now?"
"In the dressing room getting his medical check and all that stuff. Want to grab a seat?"
Jake guided me through the crowd and found us chairs a few rows back from the mesh fence surrounding the raised boxing ring. I'd have to thank Andrew later for sending him to me; I hadn't known what to do with myself and had been regretting coming alone.
A short balding man, his red t-shirt stretched so tightly across his large stomach the logo was distorted, picked up a microphone. "Fights start in two minutes, folks."
I shivered at the rowdy cheers he got in response. Andrew didn't seem to fit in here, and I wasn't at all sure I did either.
Jake turned to me. "How do you know Andrew?"
"We work together." Much simpler than trying to explain how he'd helped me with my nightmare, how we'd had lunch together every day last week, how happy I was whenever I was with him and how afraid too. "You?"
"I help train him." He gave me a half-smile. "Too bad you're not his girlfriend."
I blushed and hoped he didn't see. Had Andrew been talking about me? "Why?"
The smile faded. "We want him to commit to fighting. Thought you could convince him."
If I were his girlfriend, I'd be more likely to talk him out of getting pummeled, but I didn't say so. "What do you mean, commit? A full-time fighter?"
"Only the top guys do it full-time. But he's been training for years and this is the first time he's let us put him in a fight."
I remembered what Andrew had said the day we met. "I thought he was still learning how to fight."
Jake shook his head. "He's been ready for ages. He's had some great sparring sessions but he always refused to do it for real. We were shocked last month when he agreed to fight. We'd pretty much given up on him."
"Does it matter? I mean, why do you need him to fight?"
"Good for our reputation if our guys fight and win. Makes people want to train with us."
I nodded, and he added, "Might be good for him too."
"How?"
He shrugged. "Build up his confidence, go after a goal, that sort of thing."
I didn't think Andrew lacked confidence, but I did agree he wasn't much into goal-pursuing. But would I want him to have a goal that involved stepping into that ring, onto that mat splotched with old blood?
Jake nudged me. "He's a good guy, you know. Maybe you should be his girlfriend. Ask him out, babe, what have you got to lose?"
I laughed, surprised by the "babe" but positive he said it to every woman, and happy that Andrew apparently didn't have a girlfriend. I'd doubted he did, given how much time he was spending with me, but hadn't thought of a way to ask him. "I'll think about it," I said, and Jake grinned, but the fat man picked up his microphone again and the place erupted into such loud cheers I wouldn't have been able to hear myself if I'd tried to think.
Even uneducated me could tell that the first fight was hopelessly unbalanced. One fighter was shaking so hard his knees were actually knocking together, while his opponent stood tall and relaxed with his shaved head held high, a tattoo reading "Tap or snap" inked across his chest.
"Tap or snap?" I said to Jake.
"If you've got the guy in a submission hold that can break an arm or leg, he can either tap out so you let go or refuse to tap and you'll snap the bone."
Oh, dear God, Andrew.
Jake laughed. "Wish you could see your face, babe. Don't worry about him. Bones heal."
"Is that supposed to make me feel better?"
He laughed again.
The referee asked both fighters if they were ready. Shaky didn't look too sure, but the fight was on. They circled each other, taking some tentative swings to test the other's reactions, then the tattooed one took Shaky to the mat and twisted his arm back so his shoulder bulged horribly from its socket. Shaky's face went bright red and he struggled to get away, but then his free hand began tapping against the other guy's back and the referee dragged them apart.
Through the crowd's cheers, Jake said to me, "This your first time watching fights?"
When I nodded, he said, "That one sucked. There'll be better ones tonight."
And there were. The next fight lasted for more than two full five-minute rounds, each fighter dominating and being dominated in turn, and as it went on and Jake explained what was happening I started to get into it despite myself. The crowd's primal grunts and bellows, the electricity in the air, the half-naked powerfully muscled men... I could see why Sandra had grown to like watching fights with Mark.
When I cheered with the crowd at a particularly hard kick, Jake leaned in. "We train girls too."
I looked over, and he said, "You should try it. Might be fun."
"Me? Not a chance."
"Lots of women fighters now."
"Not me."
"Why not?"
One of the fighters caught his opponent with a full-on punch to the temple. Even at a distance I could see the consciousness disappear from the guy's eyes. He dropped like a sack of grain to the mat and lay slumped in a heap.
The crowd went wild, and I yelled at Jake over the noise, "That's why!"
He laughed. "It's not that bad. He'll be fine."
After a few seconds the fighter, surrounded by his trainers and a doctor, straightened himself out on the floor, and in a minute he was sitting upright, albeit still looking stunned.
"See? No harm done."
Except to whichever part of his brain had absorbed the force of that punch.
Andrew was second-last on the card, and as I watched the other fights I tried not to imagine him in the ring. I knew he was in good shape, knew he'd been training for ages, but these guys were all so aggressive and Andrew was such a sweetheart. Would he survive?
Eventually, it was time to find out.
Each fighter had a song played for him as he walked in, and Andrew's opponent had picked a delightful little piece with a shouted chorus of "Hurt, hurt, put him in the dirt", which didn't help my nerves. The guy looked meaner than I'd have liked, with his military-short hair bleached white and a huge tattoo of a gravestone on his back, but Jake said, "Don't worry about Kevin. He can punch but he can't do much else."
I clenched my hands in my lap to stop them shaking. I didn't want to see Andrew punched. Why was I here? For that matter, why had he even wanted me here? He'd said he wanted a link to the real world, but why me? Nobody else at work had mentioned being invited. He'd been so cute and shy when he'd invited me. What would I say to him afterwards if he got slaughtered?
Kevin stalked around the ring, then cocked his head and looked up as his song was replaced with one with piano and violin. It took a second to register but then he, and the crowd, laughed and clapped.
Andrew's walk-in music? Christina Aguilera's "Fighter".
I burst out laughing and turned to Jake, who said with a grin, "He thought you'd like it."
"I love it. Not exactly tough, though."
"He says he wants Kevin to laugh so hard he's easy to beat."
That sounded like Andrew.
Smiling, I turned with everyone else to watch him walk down the aisle toward the ring, but my smile disappeared and my heart pounded at the sight of him.
I'd never seen this man before.
'Walk' didn't come close to describing his movements; he was prowling, a predator seeking his prey. His head was held high and his jaw was set, and those usually warm blue eyes were colder than dry ice as he swept along without acknowledging the people cheering and trying to get him to high-five them. He didn't look toward me and frankly I was glad. He frightened me, both by the change in him and by how strongly I was drawn to him.
"See why I think he'll be fine? Dude's born to fight."
I nodded, mesmerized by Andrew's strength and focus, and also by his exposed body. Like the other fighters, he wore only shorts and padded fingerless gloves. I didn't know the others, though, and seeing him like this, his strong chest and abs and the powerful muscles of his arms and legs, felt unexpectedly intimate. He'd invited me into an area of his life that I didn't think very many people saw. Certainly no hint of this proud defiance had ever shown at work. I'd thought he was sweet and gentle, and I still believed that, but there was more to him than I'd realized.
At first I thought he had no tattoos, but as he turned to enter the ring I saw a sword on his left bicep. I stared, trying not to laugh, at the prime prize from the game, the shining silver weapon I'd designed for the hardest-to-defeat monster. Nerd and fighter, all at once.
He circled the ring, passing Kevin, who was bouncing up and down on his heels, as if he didn't see him, and my need to laugh faded. He was magnificent. A caged lion.
The referee started the fight, and though my heart raced I cheered with the crowd as Andrew made first contact, kicking Kevin on the lower thigh.
Kevin staggered, but he wasn't close to finished yet. His first punch clipped Andrew on the cheekbone and drove him back.
Seeing the red mark on Andrew's cheek filled me with unbelievable rage, and I shrieked, "Kill him!"
Andrew's head jerked as if he'd heard me through the crowd, and Jake said, "Easy, babe. He's got tons of time. I just hope he stays focused."
Despite the swelling cheekbone, Andrew's face showed nothing but focus. He did take more punches to that face, though, and kicks everywhere, and I flinched each time he got hit and cheered whenever he nailed Kevin.
Unlike earlier fights, they stayed on their feet right until the end of the round, when Kevin shot forward and caught Andrew around the legs, dragging him to the mat.
The crowd erupted and panic flooded me. I didn't want him to lose, especially not now.
"Come on, Andrew!"
Kevin twisted Andrew's arm back in the same hold Shaky had lost to in the first fight, and my terror grew.
"Ten seconds," Jake said. "He can hold out."
I wished he'd sounded a little more confident.
The crowd began counting down, and I watched, my heart pounding so fast and hard I thought I might faint, as Andrew's face contorted in pain. His free hand went up into the air and new panic swept me at the thought he'd tap out, but instead he clenched that hand into a fist and kept it aloft.
Amid the crowd's cheering, the bell rang to end the round and the referee scrambled to pull Kevin off Andrew.
I released a breath I hadn't known I was holding and slumped back into my seat.
"Exciting?"
I wiped sweat from my forehead and beneath my eyes. "Try terrifying."
Jake nudged me, grinning. "Thought he wasn't your boyfriend."
He wasn't, and I couldn't imagine that someone with his physique would want someone with mine. "Doesn't mean I want to see him get hurt."
"He didn't. He's doing well."
Andrew's entourage laid a bag of ice across his neck and held a water bottle for him, and his trainer squatted in front of him, talking and staring intently into his eyes. After a minute, Andrew nodded, the trainer clapped him on the back, and everyone left him in the ring again.
Kevin was still receiving some last-minute instructions, and I half-expected Andrew to look around, maybe look for me, but he stood, head high, as calmly as a man waiting for a bus, not letting the crowd's cheers interfere with his focus. His swollen cheek and cut lip didn't seem to be bothering him, and he was hardly even breathing hard any more.
Kevin certainly was, but when the fight started again he threw himself on Andrew in the most desperate rush I'd seen all night, fists flying so fast they were a blur.
Andrew fell back under the onslaught, and I muttered, "Oh, no," but Jake said, "No, he's fine. Kevin can't keep that up and he knows it."
Sure enough, within thirty seconds Kevin's blows became weaker and further apart, and Andrew began driving him around the ring with his own powerful punches.
"He wants to win on the ground, so he needs to take him down, impose his will. Do some ground and pound to stun him and then one of the submissions we've been working on. But he's got to get him to the mat first."
Kevin, unfortunately, didn't want any part of being on the mat, and despite Andrew's every attempt Kevin managed to stay on his feet.
I felt frustrated for Andrew, but he kept trying. Jake, obviously excited by his persistence, talked non-stop letting me know what Andrew was aiming for and why he couldn't get it and how he would probably change it up, and nearly every time he did something different than Jake had suggested. Eventually Jake said, "Boy doesn't think like I do. But he's fantastic at flowing with it all."
Flow with the go, as Andrew had told me. Watching him, the movements so aggressive but the careful thought process behind them so clear with Jake's help, I understood what that meant as I hadn't before, and I also understood that I would never have been able to adjust on the fly as he was doing. I set my plans too rigidly for that. And maybe that was a mistake.
Andrew's trainer and the other guys in his corner were bellowing instructions at him throughout, and then one of them yelled, "One minute, Andrew. Finish it now!"
Andrew faked a punch with his left hand then smashed his right fist into Kevin's jaw. For the second time that night I saw a man crumple unconscious to the ground.
"Shit!" Jake grabbed my arm as the crowd went insane and Andrew threw his arms in the air in triumph. "Holy shit!"
My delight stumbled in the face of his obvious shock. "What?"
"That Kevin dude's never been knocked out. Not in practice, not in fights, not ever. That's why he stays standing, he knows he can't be beat on his feet. Shit!"
Relieved that this was good shock, I stood with everyone else and cheered until my throat hurt.
*****
I stood nervously at the doorway to the dressing room. Jake had insisted I come back with him but I wasn't sure I should have. Andrew sat on a bench with an ice pack on his cheekbone, his trainer and the other guys around him, and it was such a male-dominated scene that I felt out of place. When he looked up and saw me, though, the delight on his battered face made it clear Jake had been right.
"What'd you think, Rhiannon?"
He sounded shy and hopeful, and his concern for my opinion touched me. "Great job. You're the toughest nerd I know." The guys laughed, and I added, "I hope you never get mad at me."
"No way. And I wasn't mad anyhow."
"I'll be extra-nice to you just in case."
He grinned, then winced as he pulled his swollen lip.
"Rhiannon was into it," Jake said, elbowing me. "Think she might take lessons."
I elbowed him back. "I told you I wouldn't. Running's more than enough pain for me."
"Pain's temporary," Jake said. "Pride's forever."
These guys had a slogan for absolutely everything.
"Hey." I turned to see Kevin. A flare of nervousness lit me up, but he moved past me and held out his hand to Andrew. "Nice one."
Andrew stood and they shook hands, then grabbed each other in a hug. I stared, amazed by Kevin's acknowledgement of Andrew's skill and apparent lack of frustration over his loss, as they pounded each other on the back before Kevin drew back and said, "Rematch?"
Andrew touched his lip. "In a few months, maybe."
Kevin laughed. "I'll be here."
He left, and Jake said, "I heard that, man. A few months. We all heard it."
Andrew shook his head slowly. "Don't hold your breath."
I looked at him, surprised. He was so clearly meant to be a fighter. Why wouldn't he do it again? I could imagine it had hurt, and no doubt it continued to hurt, but he'd owned that ring.
Another elbow from Jake. I'd be as bruised as Andrew soon. "Talk him into it, babe."
Andrew raised his eyebrows and Jake laughed. "Yeah, I'm stealing your woman. Whatcha gonna do about it?"
With a grin, Andrew got to his feet, shrugged off the blanket over his shoulders, and held up his fists to Jake.
Jake reached between Andrew's hands and tapped him on the forehead. "Don't hit me, boy, I did not teach you everything I know. You'll embarrass yourself."
The guys laughed. I did too, with an extra flash of happiness at the idea of Andrew fighting for me. I knew Jake was joking, of course, but I still enjoyed it.
"Seriously, though—"
Andrew cut Jake off. "Not now. I need time." He returned to his bench.
Jake narrowed his eyes, then nodded. "Got it. You feel okay?"
"Doctor checked me out and I'm fine."
"Good man." Jake turned to me and held out his hand. "Nice to meet you. I'm ready for your lessons whenever you want."
We shook hands. "Don't hold your breath," I said, echoing Andrew.
The guys laughed, then filed out of the room after congratulating Andrew again and telling him to get some rest.
When we were alone, I sat on the bench next to him. "You were amazing out there." I shook my head. "And you thought I'd have to drag you out from under the table. No way. You didn't even look like you when you came out. I was actually scared."
I expected him to like this but he sighed. "Yeah. That's what worries me."
I frowned, but he said, "I should shower and then get some sleep. I was planning to see if you wanted to hang out tonight, but I'm a lot more tired than I'd expected so I should probably just go home."
I'd have liked to hang out too. "I can imagine. And of course that's fine."
He gathered his stuff into a gym bag, which I insisted on carrying for him as we walked out to the barely lit and now nearly empty parking lot. His first few steps were stiff and awkward but he loosened up as we went.
"Rhiannon, I wasn't supposed to say anything but I think it's close enough to Monday morning now, and I know you can keep a secret. Liz had me transferred into your group."
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