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Guilty Heart






Pulling up outside the complex, Mike
located a parking spot in front of their apartment. Carefully
angling his Camry between the lines, he stopped just short of
striking the curb and turned off the engine. Mike reached for his
gym bag and slowly climbed out of the vehicle.

The air felt cool on his skin and
the dark, overcast sky mirrored his sullen mood. Football practice
had been particularly exhausting today. Drills had drained every
last ounce of energy, and Mike felt sluggish. His roommate, Matt,
had bounded eagerly out of the locker room before Mike even
dressed. Since he had not been particularly talkative today, he
suspected his friend desired better company. Outside of feeling
tired, though, he could not pinpoint the exact cause of his
depressing melancholy. Mike just could not muster a smile
today.

With heavy steps, he plodded up the
stairs to their apartment. When he reached the landing, Mike
glanced down into the parking lot, searching for his roommate’s
car. Matt’s Eclipse was absent, but he spied Sarah’s red
convertible behind a large SUV. Perhaps his friend’s wife had sent
Matt out on an errand.

Opening the front door, Mike
tentatively called out for his roommates. No one answered his
greetings, only empty silence, and he sighed. Despite his
despondency, Mike had hoped for a cheery welcome home and the empty
apartment disappointed him. Locking the door, he trudged wearily
toward his bedroom. The living room was exceptionally clean and
Mike resisted the urge to drop his bag by the big screen
television. The kitchen appeared dark and empty, with no enticing
smells wafting his direction, which meant Sarah had not cooked a
meal tonight.

Feeling hungry but dejected, he
decided to work on an assignment and worry about dinner
later.

In his final semester at Georgia
Tech, Mike had felt weighted and downcast as of late. Endless hours
Mike had poured into his studies, pushing his mind and body to the
brink of exhaustion on many occasions, but school was not the
source of his despondency. He continued to excel in every class and
felt confident of receiving his degree in December. He did not
believe football to be the cause of his stress, either. Even after
years of drills and practices in full pads, Mike still loved the
sport and enjoyed the camaraderie of his teammates. Lacking the
urge, not to mention exceptional skill to play professionally, he
had no regrets that his career would end at the college level. Matt
would pursue a career in the NFL, but Mike felt satisfied with his
efforts of the past five seasons. As far as he could tell, neither
football nor school caused his current unrest.

Entering his bedroom, Mike turned on
the light and tossed his bag on the bed. Moving to his desk, he
turned on his computer and kicked off his shoes. While waiting for
the system to come online, Mike stared at the picture atop his
computer hutch. The framed photo had been a gift of appreciation
from Matt and Sarah. The couple’s happy smiles reflected their
beautiful wedding held over a year ago.

He still remembered when they’d
begun dating at the end of their freshman year of college. They
even lived together a year before committing to marriage. Mike had
felt relieved Matt and Sarah made their union permanent before God,
spending endless hours encouraging his roommate to that end. Those
who knew Matt had doubted he would give up his single status so
easily, especially after his promiscuous first year at Georgia
Tech. Matt excelled when it came to possessing charm and charisma,
and had only to flash his contagious grin to attract women. Mike
had understood his friend’s heart, though. Sarah was exactly who
Matt required and needed, and she completed him in every possible
manner. What Mike had not anticipated was the strength of his own
feelings for his roommate’s wife, though. It had become a
continuous, daily battle to suppress his desires and
urges.

Mike cleared his thoughts and
focused on reading his emails. He noticed a message from his
mother, reminding him that his sister’s birthday approached. A gift
had been mailed out yesterday, but Mike felt he should give Angel a
phone call and wish her happy birthday. Her birthday was not until
Friday, but he suspected his youngest sister would be out for the
night. If he wanted to do more than merely leave a message, he
needed to call today.

Digging through his bag, Mike
located his cell phone in a side pocket and dialed Angel’s number.
After two rings, Mike wondered if he would have to leave a message
tonight, but his sister finally answered.

“Hey,” she said, her voice full of
disappointment.

“Hey, Sis,” Mike quickly
replied.

“Thought you were Brandon,” she
grumbled.

“Sorry,” he said, keeping the
sarcasm to a minimum. Mike knew that tone all too well and wanted
to avoid a confrontation with his baby sister.

“What’s up, Mike?”

“Wanted to wish you a happy
birthday.”

“Thanks, but it’s not until
tomorrow.”

“I know, but figured you’d be out,”
said Mike, lazily stretching out across his bed. “Did my gift
arrive?”

“No,” Angel stated.

“It’ll probably come
tomorrow.”

“Better!”

Mike inhaled deeply and ran his
fingers through his curly locks. Angel could be so difficult
sometimes, and her attitude became worse with every passing year.
How she’d morphed into the complete opposite of his oldest sister,
Mike would never understand. All three had developed different
personalities, but Angel’s negative attitude was definitely a sharp
contrast to her sibling’s upbeat natures. He got along quite well
with Mary, but his baby sister was another matter entirely. She
excelled at acting the thorn in everyone’s side and did not live up
to her heavenly name.

“So, what are you doing for your
birthday?” Mike asked, determined not to let her get the best of
him.

“I was supposed to go out with
Brandon,” she spat.

“Oh, did you two break
up?”

“No, he’s just being a jerk!” Angel
growled. “We had a fight last night and I’m waiting for him to call
and apologize. It was his fault!”

I seriously doubt that, Mike thought
to himself. “Well, if he doesn’t, maybe you should call him
instead,” he offered.

“Me call first?” she indignantly
demanded.

“Yeah, you know, just to break the
ice.”

“Is my big brother trying to give me
dating advice? Oh, please! I bet you don’t even have a
girlfriend.”

“Well, not right now I don’t,” began
Mike, plucking at the corner of his pillow.

“When do you ever? God, Mike, you
don’t know anything about love!” Angel exclaimed. “Anyway, I gotta
go. Brandon might be calling. I’ll send you a message when your
gift arrives. Bye!”

Mike turned off his cell phone and
tossed it aside. Rubbing his eyes, Mike sat upright and dejectedly
scanned his room. There were clothes lying by the dresser, most
dirty and in need of a wash, and one drawer sat ajar, a sock
dangling over the edge. However, the surface of the dresser
remained clean and uncluttered. Mike did not covet possessions, and
the walls of his room reflected that propensity. Outside of a
poster of the Atlanta Falcon’s stadium and a framed newspaper
featuring his high school football team, Mike’s walls were as empty
as his current existence.

His gaze shifted to a picture frame
on his nightstand. A larger version of the photo hung in the dining
area and depicted Mike with his two roommates. Dwarfed by the
stature of two football players, Sarah stood proudly between the
men, their arms locked with one another. Taken during his
roommate’s wedding, Mike could still hear Sarah’s voice as she
proclaimed the photo to be of her and two guys she cleaned up
after, a true enough statement. Matt’s wife had looked after the
men and kept the apartment organized since her arrival over two
years ago. While he appreciated her endless efforts, especially
when it came to his laundry, Mike wished it involved more than
cooking and cleaning.

“I do know something about love,” he
muttered to himself, aggravated that Angel’s words had gotten under
his skin. Determined to drive the matter from his mind, Mike
returned to his computer and began working on his
assignments.

He had not been studying for long
when his roommates returned. The sound of Sarah’s delightful
laughter echoed loudly in the quiet apartment. Leaning away from
the monitor, Mike peered out his open door just as Matt and Sarah
moved into view. They stepped into the kitchen, several bags in
hand, and deposited their load on the dining table. Even before he
caught the logo on the side of the bags, the aroma of chicken
filled Mike’s room. Almost on cue, he felt his stomach
rumble.

Matt glanced his direction and
grinned when his eyes met Mike’s. “You hungry?” he
called.

“Always!” Mike answered.

He quickly joined his roommates in
the kitchen. Matt set several boxes of chicken on the table while
Sarah retrieved plates from the cupboard, her long, dark hair
swaying as she reached for the second shelf. Mike assisted her with
the task, taking the plates from her hands. Setting them on the
table, he inhaled deeply and reached for a box.

“Hey, thanks, guys,” he
said.

“There are ten pieces of chicken,”
Sarah informed him, fixing Mike with a motherly stare. “I’d better
get at least two of them!”

Matt shot Mike a mischievous grin.
“I don’t think I can survive on just four pieces!”

“I won’t eat them all, Sarah,” Mike
promised, noting the large containers of mashed potatoes, coleslaw
and potato wedges on the table. Rooming with the men had taught
Sarah to purchase extra food, especially after viewing how much he
and Matt could consume in just one sitting. Judging from the spread
on the table, there would be more than enough tonight.

Sarah handed her husband a plate and
presented Matt with a similar order. With her long, dark hair and
cat-like green eyes, she could conjure up quite a threatening
expression. Sarah also possessed a quick tongue and could be rather
brusque at times with her words. Mike appreciated her bluntness,
preferring a direct answer rather than the mind games played by
most girls. He also admired how well she handled herself in the
presence of two roommates who never took anything serious. Matt
enjoyed teasing his wife, occasionally trying her patience, but
Mike felt too much respect for Sarah to taunt her unnecessarily.
Much of that stemmed from his feelings toward Matt’s wife, although
he worked hard to keep his true motivation a secret. Sarah did not
need to view his kindness as anything but brotherly
affection.

Mike joined his friends in front of
the television, enjoying some mindless stimulation while devouring
his food. Careful to eat only his allotted pieces of chicken, he
even permitted Sarah to steal his second biscuit. He did not linger
after dinner though, and returned to the assignment waiting by his
computer. Withheadphones in place and music pounding in his ears,
Mike tackled his science report with as much enthusiasm as he could
muster.

Absorbed with his schoolwork, Mike
jumped when a hand touched his shoulder. He glanced up into Sarah’s
startled face and immediately removed the headphones.

“Sorry about that,” Sarah laughed.
“But I doubt you heard me over your music.”

“Gosh no, I didn’t,” Mike said
apologetically.

Her eyes were bright with amusement.
“I’m making a sundae for Matt. You want one, too?”

“Thanks, I’d love one!”

Saving the report over which he’d
spent the last two hours laboring, Mike followed Sarah into the
kitchen. The carton of ice cream sat on the counter beside a bottle
of chocolate and three empty bowls. His mouth watering in
anticipation, Mike watched as Sarah scooped ice cream into the
waiting bowls. She poured generous amounts of chocolate syrup on
each pile, all but covering the ice cream in sugary goo. While she
searched for the final ingredient, Matt joined them in the
kitchen.

“That looks good, girl!” he
proclaimed, eyeing the sundaes.

Producing a can of whipped cream
from the refrigerator, Sarah added one more layer of sugar to the
sundae. It spluttered on the last bowl and she gave the can a hard
shake.

“Damn, I think it’s empty!” she
exclaimed.

“Let me try,” offered Matt, taking
the can from her hands. Shaking the whipped cream vigorously, he
managed to extract enough foam to cover the remaining sundae and
laughed triumphantly.

“See, plenty left!” he cried,
spraying a blast of foam at his wife.

“Hey!” protested Sarah as she
attempted to retrieve the whipped cream.

Mike watched wide-eyed as Matt leapt
aside, holding the can out of her reach. Undeterred, Sarah lunged
forward, her expression one of determination. Mike slipped behind
her and secured his dessert, hoping to escape before she acquired
the can. More than once, he had been caught in the middle and did
not want to be sprayed with cream. This time, he reached the safety
of his room unscathed, leaving Matt and Sarah to continue their
battle in privacy.

After another hour on the computer,
Mike decided to call it a night and get some much-needed sleep.
Brushing his teeth, he numbly went through the motions of preparing
for bed. His mind could absorb no more this evening. When he
emerged from the bathroom, Mike discovered Sarah waiting in the
hallway.

“All done?” she inquired, her
bathrobe draped over her arm.

“Yeah, it’s all yours,” Mike
replied, reaching for the door to the laundry closet.

“Good! Because I have to wash the
goo out of my hair,” she grumbled.

Matt emerged from their bedroom as
she stepped into the bathroom. Sarah tossed aside her hair and
glared at her husband. Matt returned her angry stare with a
mischievous grin, undeterred by the threat. Winking at Mike, he
followed his wife into the bathroom.

“Need some help?” he asked as he
closed the door.

Mike tossed his dirty clothes into
the hamper and returned to his room. Throwing aside the covers, he
dropped heavily onto the mattress and reached for the light on his
nightstand. As he attempted to find a comfortable position, Mike
heard the sound of running water in the bathroom. A moment later,
Sarah’s laughter drifted through the wall, followed by Matt’s
deeper voice. The bathroom walls amplified the sounds emanating
from within the shower and, in the silence of the apartment, left
little to the imagination.

With a moan, Mike turned toward the
far wall and buried his head under the covers. Even in his
exhausted state, he found it difficult to suppress the thoughts
that arose whenever his roommates became physical with one another.
The ache of desire flooded his body from head to toe, a consuming
wave of heat he could not ignore. The sounds drifting through the
walls preyed heavily on his mind, adding to his depression and
feelings of vulnerability. Despite his resolve, Mike would give
anything to be in Matt’s position.

It finally dawned on him that the
heaviness he’d experienced today stemmed from loneliness. The roots
of Mike’s depression lay in rejection and a dismal sense of
failure. His love for Sarahand refusal to pursue other
opportunities had all but crushed his spirit.

Sleep did not overtake him until
long after the apartment fell silent that night.

* * *

After a light practice on Friday,
Dwayne invited Mike to join him and Chuck at Jocks & Jills
sports bar. Aware his roommates would be absent tonight and the
apartment empty, he willingly accepted the offer. A little change
of pace would do him good anyway.

By the time they arrived, the
restaurant was packed to capacity. Taking the first available
table, Chuck ordered a round of beers and a plate of Nachos the
moment the waitress appeared. Feeling his stomach rumble, Mike
added potato skins before the young lady darted away to her next
table. They bantered back and forth about practice until their
drinks and food arrived. Dwayne continued in his speculations
regarding tomorrow’s opponent while Mike hastily ate several potato
skins. He doubted there would be any dinner awaiting him at the
apartment. If he didn’t consume some of the food right now, his
teammates would inhale both dishes before Mike could
blink.



Dwayne had just completed his rant
concerning tomorrow’s game when a hand came down on his shoulder.
The three men looked up and noticed Dwayne’s girlfriend as she slid
around behind his chair, a mischievous grin on her face. Swinging
into the chair beside him, she gave Dwayne a playful
kiss.

“Damn, girl, don’t sneak up on me
like that!” he cried.

“Why, would I catch you doing
anything?” Janella asked. She smiled at Chuck and Mike, the gloss
on her lips shining brightly. “Hey, guys! Where’s Amanda,
Chuck?”

“Had an assignment to work on,” he
grumbled, absently playing with an empty potato skin.

Janella merely laughed. “I’ll bet
she calls in the next hour to find you!”

“Think so, huh?” Chuck replied,
reaching for his beer. He grinned at Mike before taking a sip, his
expression almost cocky. “She can’t get enough of me!”

Shaking his head, Mike reached for
another chip. Chuck possessed just enough Latino to warrant extra
attention from the women. He used his heritage to his advantage
whenever possible, pouring on the charm thick and heavy. Over the
course of his college career, the tight end had dated many women,
preferring the freedom of bachelorhood to any commitment. Amanda
had held his attention for over two months now, a definite record
for Chuck.

“Where are Matt and Sarah?” Janella
suddenly asked, cutting into Mike’s thoughts.

“They went to the movies,” he
answered casually, noting Chuck’s curious expression. “I try not to
invade their privacy every time.”

“Just the three of you in the
apartment,” began Chuck, his voice low and suggestive. “Surprised
you haven’t taken advantage of the situation.”

Mike’s eyes grew wide and he nearly
choked on his beer. “Come on, Chuck, that’s Matt’s wife! I wouldn’t
dream of such a thing.”

“Really?” his friend challenged.
“You’ve never even thought about it? Damn, I’m sure you’ve seen
Sarah naked more than once!”

Chancing a quick glance across the
table, Mike was relieved to see Dwayne and Janella deep in
conversation and paying no attention to the other occupants of the
table. Chuck’s comment had caught him off guard and conjured up
many images of Sarah sprinting for the bathroom or leaning too far
forward in a robe not properly secured. There had been many
evenings where she’d strolled out to the kitchen wearing only a
shirt, unaware that Mike sat in the next room or had left his
bedroom door slightly ajar. He had inadvertently viewed more of
Sarah than he’d ever seen of his girlfriends at college. While he
always tried to avert his eyes, the proper thing to do, her moments
of indiscretion only fueled his desire.

Meeting Chuck’s eyes, he shook his
head. “No, I haven’t,” Mike lied.

Rolling his eyes, Chuck finished his
beer. “There’s something wrong with you, Mike!” he declared,
setting his empty glass on the table.

His cell phone beeped and Chuck
pulled it out of his pocket. As predicted by Janella, Amanda had
finished her studies andwas trying to locate him. Aware that he was
about to become the odd man out, Mike decided to make his exit. He
told Dwayne and Chuck he would see them in the locker room Saturday
morning and wished everyone goodnight. His friends appeared
surprised by his early departure, but they did not entice Mike to
remain.

Once at his vehicle, Mike unlocked
the door and slumped heavily into the driver’s seat. He would be a
fifth wheel at the apartment, too, which did not make him feel any
better. Hopefully it would be some time before Matt and Sarah
returned. Perhaps he could find a good comedy on television and
laugh himself out of his depression. Something had to place him in
a better frame of mind and soon!

* * *

A win at home for the football team
that weekend raised Mike’s spirits and renewed his energy. However,
by Wednesday, he felt lethargic again. He managed to get through
his classes without feeling ill, but during football practice, his
stomach turned queasy. Even the pizza Sarah brought home for dinner
that night did not smell enticing. After choking down two pieces,
Mike retired to his room for the evening and climbed into bed
before nine.

Around three in the morning, he
awoke with a start. Body drenched in sweat, Mike realized what was
about to occur and reached the bathroom just before losing his
dinner. His stomach emptied of its contents, Mike sat down on the
cold bathroom floor. The nightlight cast an eerie glow on the walls
and he attempted to focus on a box of tissue atop the commode. He
felt strangely disorientated. Even in the dim light, the world
appeared to sway before his eyes and Mike closed his lids to
eliminate the nauseating sight.

When he felt his equilibrium return
to normal, Mike rose to his feet and prayed he had not disturbed
his roommates. He washed his face and staggered to his bedroom.
Crawling under the covers, Mike repositioned his body and forced
himself to relax. Sickness did not come often and it had been years
since Mike experienced the flu. He hoped that after clearing his
system, he would feel better when he awoke.

A pounding on his door brought Mike
out of a restless sleep. He was instantly aware of an ache in his
muscles and intense heat emanating from his skin. Opening his eyes,
Mike found himself sprawled on his back with half the covers thrown
aside. Obviously, he had become too warm at some point during the
night. Wearily, Mike attempted to lift his head and felt every
muscle in his neck protest the movement. A second knock echoed
loudly in his room.

“Mike! You’re going to be late!”
Matt shouted through the closed door.

Groaning, Mike rubbed his eyes. “Not
gonna make it today,” he called.

He heard the doorknob rattle and
turned his head just as the door opened a crack. Matt peered in
anxiously at his roommate.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Got a touch of the flu or
something,” Mike answered with a sigh. “Hopefully if I get some
sleep today, I won’t miss practice.”

“Okay. Hope you feel better,
man.”

Mike spent the entire day in bed,
continuously tossing and turning to find a comfortable position. He
drifted in and out of sleep, too warm under the covers and too
chilled whenever he threw them aside. At one point, he awoke and
discovered his head at the foot of the bed. When he tried to eat a
bowl of cereal for lunch, Mike’s efforts to put something into his
empty stomach were rewarded thirty minutes later with a frantic
dash to the bathroom.

By that afternoon, it became obvious
he would not attend football practice today. Mike called the coach
and spoke with the team doctor, describing his symptoms in detail.
He was afraid they would want him to come in to verify his illness,
but in five seasons, Mike had not been sick even once. A leg injury
had sidelined him for three weeks, but no other ailment had kept
him off the playing field. He listened to the doctor’s
recommendations, aware that if he did not improve by tomorrow
morning, he would miss this weekend’s away game. The team would not
lack for receivers, as his roommate was currently enjoying the best
season of his career, but Mike did not want to miss a game for any
reason.

His thoughts on football, Mike’s
attempts to sleep the remainder of the afternoon proved difficult.
Matt checked on him before departing for practice and Sarah was
kind enough to bring him a ginger ale when she returned from work.
Able to keep down mostof the liquid, Mike’s stomach continued to
protest the presence of food. He remained in his room for the
evening, fearful of passing his illness to either roommate. Matt
and Sarah did not need to be stricken with the flu.

The following morning, Mike felt no
better. Sleep had eluded him most of the night and he’d made more
than one trip to the bathroom. Exhaustion had finally overcome him
sometime before dawn. He roused briefly when he heard water running
in the shower, but managed to fall back into a restless slumber. A
light rapping on his door brought him fully awake and Mike lifted
his head just as his door opened.

“Mike? You still alive?” Matt asked,
peering into his dark room.

“Yeah,” he mumbled, painfully
stretching out his legs. Every muscle in his body ached.

“We’ll miss you this weekend,” said
his roommate, voice full of regret.

“You’ll just have to score all of
the touchdowns, then,” Mike wryly replied.

Matt simply chuckled. “I’ll make
sure we win for you!”

Once the apartment lay empty, Mike
made a trip to the bathroom before staggering into the kitchen. He
quenched his thirst with a glass of water, but nothing in the
refrigerator looked appealing. He finally settled on a bagel,
choking down as much of the dry bread as possible. Mike regretted
his decision an hour later and prayed his stomach had absorbed some
of the bagel’s nutrients before discarding his breakfast. In
addition to the aches and nausea, Mike had begun to feel incredibly
weak as well.

After sleeping for most of the day,
he decided to take a shower. The hot water felt good on his body
and relaxed his muscles. Despite the weakness in his knees, Mike
dried his hair and attempted to settle his wild, blonde curls. The
moment he finished, however, a chill flooded his body. Pausing just
long enough to throw on some sweat pants, Mike crawled under his
covers and pulled the comforter tightly under his chin. For almost
twenty minutes, he shook violently with cold. By the time the
trembling ceased, Mike felt exhausted and drifted off to sleep
almost immediately.

Sarah forced him out of bed at
dinnertime. Trailing a blanket, Mike slowly staggered to the dining
room and sank into the closest chair. He adjusted the blanket
around his shoulders and stared blankly at the pieces of toast and
glass of ginger ale on the table.

“You need to eat something,” Sarah
admonished, fixing Mike with a firm look.

“I’ll try,” he murmured, numbly
calculating how long food would remain in his stomach this
time.

Despite his roommate’s prodding,
Mike could only finish one piece of buttered toast. Fearing her
stern rebuttal, he thanked Sarah and apologized for not eating
more. Her expression held only sympathy as he struggled to his feet
and wrapped the blanket tightly around his body.

“Mike, are you sure you don’t need
anything else?” she asked.

He simply shook his head. “No, I’ll
be all right, Sarah.”

Returning to his room and a warm
bed, Mike collapsed onto the mattress. Restless, he shifted his
position several times, determined to keep down his meager dinner.
After thirty minutes of feeling the room spin, Mike abandoned the
battle and beat a hasty retreat for the bathroom. Even one little
piece of toast was too much for his stomach. Once the nausea
passed, Mike quietly slipped out of the bathroom and listened for
sounds of movement in the apartment. He could faintly hear the
television set and Sarah’s voice drifted from the direction of the
couch. Judging from the uneven conversation, she was on the phone
with a friend. Mike felt relieved she had not heard her efforts go
to waste so quickly and returned to his room.

Eventually food would remain in his
stomach. Until that time, Mike did not want to let on just how sick
he truly felt.

* * *

Plagued by dreams driven by fever,
Mike spent another restless night tossing and turning. His final
trip to the bathroom at two in the morning had resulted in dry
heaves, as absolutely nothing remained in his stomach. Exhausted to
the point of delirium, Mike had careened into the doorframe as he
exited the bathroom and, in the dark, almost missed his bed
entirely. Upon awakening the next morning, he discovered the covers
tangled around his feet and his pillow on the floor. Apparently,
he’d lacked the ability to properly cover himself, as
well.

Relieved to find the bathroom
vacant, Mike quickly slipped inside. Aghast at the image in the
mirror, he decided to clean up a little before Sarah noticed his
matted hair and the dark circles under his eyes. His hands
unsteady, he brushed his teeth and attempted to wash his face,
leaning heavily against the counter for support. When he turned to
hang up his washcloth, a wave of nausea hit him like a ton of
bricks. Mike dropped to his knees before the commode just as his
stomach gave a mighty heave. Once again, the violent spasms
produced only empty air and further reduced his
strength.

Completely spent and desperate to
return to his bed, Mike attempted to stand. However, two days
without nourishment had drained his energy and rendered him very
weak. He struggled to rise from his knees, reaching for the edge of
the bathtub to steady himself. The movement only threw off his
balance even more. Mike sank heavily on his haunches, his hold on
the edge of the tub the only thing preventing him from toppling
onto his back. The room spun rapidly and Mike closed his eyes,
fighting to regain his senses. The chills that had gripped him
yesterday were replaced with an intense heat flash as sweat began
to pour out of his skin. Trying not to panic, Mike forced his
labored breathing to settle and waited for the dizziness to
pass.

Eventually his balance returned and
the floor ceased to pitch unnaturally beneath his body. Wearily,
Mike pulled his knees to his chest and wrapped his arms around his
legs. He continued to lean against the side of the bathtub for
support, afraid to move from the floor. His head dropped to his
forearms, heavy with the weight of exhaustion. Tired and sore on
every level imaginable, Mike had never felt so miserable in his
life.

A voice penetrated his stupor. Mike
lifted his head and realized Sarah had just asked if he were still
alive. Somehow, he was able to reply an affirmation, the sound of
his own voice echoing loudly in his head.

“Just wanted to know when I could
take a shower,” his roommate called through the door.

Mike sighed and took a deep breath.
“I’ll be out as soon as I have the energy to stand
again.”

“Mike, are you okay?”

Not really, Sarah, he thought to
himself. Had he spoken out loud? Mike’s chest labored for air as a
dull panic swept through his body. The line between reality and
fever had blurred and he no longer trusted his own senses. He was
unable to determine if Sarah really waited at the bathroom door or
if he had simply imagined it all.

“Is it okay if I come
in?”

Sarah’s words finally registered in
his mind just as he heard the doorknob turn. Mike watched as the
door swung open and suddenly Sarah was staring down at him. The
disorientation clearing, his agony was replaced with embarrassment.
For the woman he loved to view him in his present condition was
almost more than Mike could bear. He had not wanted to worry Sarah.
Moaning, he covered his eyes.

“Sarah… ” he feebly
protested.

Sarah gasped. “Mike!” she cried,
entering the bathroom. “Come on, you shouldn’t be sitting in here
on the floor.”

Her hands firmly grasped his
forearm. Calling upon every ounce of remaining strength, Mike
wrapped his fingers around her elbow and took a deep breath before
attempting to stand. With Sarah’s assistance, he remained on his
feet this time, and Mike allowed her to lead him into the
bedroom.

“I am taking you to the doctor!” she
exclaimed, guiding Mike toward the bed.

He moaned and collapsed onto the
covers. “I’ll be okay,” he lied, aware that was exactly what he
needed.

Sarah refused to listen to his
protests and ordered Mike to dress while she showered. He waited
until the sound of running water echoed through the walls before
staggering to his dresser. Mike wished he could take a shower
before they departed, but knew he could not remain upright for the
duration. He did manage to dress himself, pulling on fresh sweats.
By the time he laced up his shoes, Mike felt dizzy again and leaned
heavily on his knees with his head down.

A sound in the hallway caught his
attention. Mike lifted his head just as Sarah entered the
room.

“Ready?” she asked, extending her
hand.

Mike grasped his wallet in one hand
and Sarah’s outstretched fingers in the other. She pulled him to
his feet and led him to the front door. He shrugged on his jacket,
struggling to find the armholes. Sarah came to his aid and gently
guided him out the door.

Mike clutched at the railing and
gazed fearfully at the long flight of stairs to the
ground.

“Come on,” Sarah said firmly,
placing her arm around his middle. “You can do it,
Mike.”

His muscles protested, but Mike’s
pride refused to allow his body to admit defeat. Somehow, he
descended the stairs without stumbling, his thoughts focused on
each individual step. Once in the parking lot, Mike clung to
Sarah’s hand as she strode purposefully toward her vehicle. He
swung heavily into the passenger seat, thankful for the respite.
Eyes closed, Mike concentrated on his breathing in an effort to
ignore the movement of the car. Thankfully, Sarah selected the
closest Urgent Care and the ride was short.

The facility was full today. Sarah
located two chairs together and Mike wearily sunk into the seat.
She filled out the paperwork, asking a question or two before
handing the form to the receptionist. Mike crossed his arms and
scrunched down in his seat to wait. The woman beside him more than
occupied her own chair and he eventually found himself leaning
against Sarah. She merely patted his knee.

“Hopefully it won’t be long, Mike,”
she whispered.

The nurse finally called his name,
and Mike was grateful when Sarah accompanied him. His head remained
in a fog as the nurse went through the standard procedures, too
tired to comprehend or protest. Once in a partitioned room and
situated in a bed, the nurse’s parting words snapped Mike back to
reality.

“I’ll need to get a blood sample,”
she announced, “and then the doctor will be in to see
you.”

If there was one thing that made
Mike more squeamish than the sight of blood, it was a needle
entering his skin. Instantly, his heart rate increased, his
breathing rapid and shallow. Mike squeezed his fists together as he
attempted to control the fear that threatened to overtake his
senses. He heard Sarah’s voice and turned his head to face his
roommate.

“I don’t mind staying here if it’ll
help,” she offered, her eyes wide. Sarah gave Mike a little smile
and he nodded.

When the nurse returned, Mike
attempted to focus on the ceiling. Even without watching the
procedure, he knew what was about to occur and dreaded the moment.
He felt the nurse rub alcohol on his skin and Mike braced for the
worst. At that moment, he became aware of Sarah’s hand curling
around his fingers. Mike held her hand tightly, grateful for her
presence, and closed his eyes. Focusing solely on his roommate’s
touch, he hardly noticed the sharp prick of the needle.

Sarah answered most of the doctor’s
questions while Mike merely listened to their conversation, barely
able to raise his voice to audible levels. He felt strangely
detached, as if they were discussing someone else. When the doctor
suggested an IV for his dehydration, Mike attempted to refuse. Only
Sarah’s stern expression prevented him from balking and he
reluctantly agreed to the procedure.

The nurse returned with a small IV
bag and hung it beside his bed. This was even worse than drawing
blood, as the syringe would remain in Mike for the duration. He
turned aside his head, his eyes closed. His breathing became rapid,
almost to the point of hyperventilation.

“Relax,” the nurse ordered as she
prepared to put the needle in his arm.

“Mike, look at me,” Sarah
ordered.

He opened his eyes and she smiled
reassuringly at him.

“You can do this. You did great last
year when I cut my foot, remember? Just think, we’re not gonna even
sacrifice a chicken here today! No mess to clean up.”

Her words distracted him long enough
for the nurse to complete the procedure. She adjusted the bag and
informed Mike she would return in twenty minutes. In the meantime,
he was to just lie still and relax.

“Yeah, right,” breathed Mike, not
even daring to look at his right arm. He felt as if all the color
had drained from his face and he continued to tremble.

“Just don’t think about it,” Sarah
said encouragingly, squeezing his hand. “Think of someplace else
you’d rather be right now.”

Mike took a deep breath and pulled
his thoughts together. “Rather be at the game getting pummeled,” he
replied, desperate to feel anything but the needle in his
arm.

“You into pain or something?” Sarah
asked. “How about someplace fun? Maybe down at the beach? Picture a
bunch of us chilling out around a big bonfire at night. You can
hear the sound of the waves crashing into the surf; maybe someone’s
got a radio playing softly. We’re all just sitting around enjoying
a drink andtalking, watching the flames and just relaxing. Does
that sound like fun?”

He looked at her and smiled. “Yes,
it does. Where else?”

Sarah kept him amused until the
nurse returned to check on him. She brought Mike a glass of water
and he managed to take a couple sips. Leaning back and closing his
eyes, he focused on his breathing while the nurse adjusted the IV
bag and the hose. As she exited the room, Mike chanced a quick
glance at his arm and instantly felt very ill. His breathing turned
shallow and rapid once more.

“Mike?” Sarah warily asked. “You
gonna be sick?”

“Trying real hard not to,” he
answered through clenched teeth, sweat forming on his
brow.

Sarah released his hand and moved
toward the paper towel dispenser over the sink. Grabbing a handful,
she lightly wadded them and returned to his side.

“Here,” she said, stuffing the
towels in Mike’s hand. “Just in case.”

Grasping the towels, Mike prayed he
would not need them. Throwing up in front of Sarah was the last
thing he wanted and he fought the urge. She ran a paper towel under
cold water and wiped the sweat off his forehead.

“You need to relax, Mike. You’re
stressing yourself out. Just close your eyes and think of something
pleasant, something that makes you feel really good,
okay?”

Willingly, he followed Sarah’s
orders and attempted to focus his thoughts elsewhere. After a few
minutes, Mike regained control and calmed his queasy stomach. He
lay quietly with his eyes closed and breathed in and out very
slowly. Finally, he sighed and peered at Sarah’s anxious
face.

“This must look really pathetic,” he
moaned.

“Why?” asked Sarah.

“Supposed to be a big, tough
football player and I’m totally freaked out by something as small
as a needle,” he said with disgust. “I’ll bet you’re really
impressed.”

“Everyone’s got fears, Mike. Trust
me, I understand. I don’t think any less of you,” she said in a
comforting voice.

Mike released the paper towels and
reached for her hand. “You’re a great friend, Sarah,” he announced,
attempting to convey his gratitude. “I’ll make sure Matt knows how
wonderful you were today when he comes home. He is so blessed to
have you!”

“Thanks, Mike.”

Sighing, he squeezed her hand. “Hope
I can find someone special again, too,” he said
wistfully.

Sarah’s brows came together and she
appeared about to speak when her cell phone beeped. Mike listened
as she spoke to Matt, explaining the current situation to her
husband. Thankfully, the phone call distracted her and she did not
inquire further of his comment. Mike did not wish to divulge his
concerns in the Urgent Care.

Shortly afterwards, he was released
and sent home. Never more relieved to return to the apartment, Mike
immediately retreated to the bathroom. By the time he emerged,
Sarah had changed his bed sheets and set a water bottle on his
nightstand. Promising to wake him before the game commenced, Mike’s
roommate exited his room and closed the door. This time, he slipped
easily into a dreamless sleep.

When Sarah roused him for the
Georgia Tech game, Mike felt rested. He staggered into the living
room and stretched out on the couch, covering his body with the
blanket Sarah had spread out on the sofa. His head still in a
cloud, Mike absently watched the television set, closing his eyes
during the commercial breaks. Despite his fatigue, he enjoyed
watching his team march to another decisive victory. It would have
been far more satisfying to be physically present, adding his
efforts to the team, but at least he witnessed Matt’s amazing
performance.

Feeling slightly better, Mike
remained on the couch after the game, loath to stare at his bedroom
walls any longer. Sarah fixed some toast and surprisingly enough,
he was able to keep it in his stomach. He continued to ache, but
his fever had finally broken. When Matt called shortly after the
end of the game, Mike felt coherent enough to speak with his
roommate.

“You missed an incredible game
today!” cried Matt.

“Should miss more of them, I guess.
You had a helluva game, Matt,” declared Mike, amused by his
roommate’s obvious enthusiasm.

“Naw, I’d rather you didn’t. How ya
feeling?”

“Thanks to Sarah, I’ll live,” he
replied, giving Matt’s wife an appreciative nod.

There were voices in the background
and a pause before Matt spoke again. “The guys want to say hello,”
he said with a laugh.

The sound of many football players,
all shouting different messages for Mike, poured through the
receiver. He could identify a couple voices and smiled at their
comments. They were harassing him for missing today’s game, but
Mike did not care. There would be no further absences on his part.
He fully intended to return to practice Monday
afternoon.

Mike prepared for bed that night,
looking forward to a full night’s sleep. He emerged from the
bathroom and Sarah followed Mike into his room, a bottle of water
in her hand. She set it on his nightstand as he fell heavily into
bed and rolled onto his stomach. Before he could reach for the
covers, he felt his roommate pull the comforter over his
shoulders.

“Thanks, Sarah,” Mike said, wrapping
his arms around the pillow and closing his eyes. “I just hope I can
sleep through the night.”

Startled to feel Sarah’s hand across
his forehead, he opened his eyes. Her touch felt soothing and
reassuring. She cocked her head and then removed her fingers,
gently brushing Mike’s matted hair back into place.

“Well, you don’t feel hot, not like
this morning,” informed Sarah, patting Mike’s forearm. “Just go to
sleep, Mike. I’ll bet you sleep twelve hours straight!”

He did not make it twelve hours, but
Mike only arose once during the night. Thankfully, it had not been
to empty the contents of his stomach. The ache in his muscles had
dulled by morning and he was able to join Sarah at the table for
breakfast. He munched on a bagel while reading the article in the
paper concerning yesterday’s game. When he leaned away from his
empty plate, Sarah asked if he felt better.

“Yeah. I still really ache,
though.”

“I cleaned the bathtub really good
yesterday, Mike. Go take a long, hot bath.”

“Okay, I’ll do that,” Mike said with
a nod. He regarded her thoughtfully, making no move to rise from
his chair. “Sarah, I really do want to thank you for taking me to
the doctor’s yesterday. I might have expired if you hadn’t been
here!”

“Well, Matt would’ve been mad if I’d
let our roommate die,” she said absently.

Mike chuckled, amused by her honest
answer. “You’re really special, Sarah. Hope I can find a girl just
as great as you!”

His roommate smiled and then
regarded him with serious eyes. “Was there someone special before?”
she asked.

Mike’s initial reaction was to
downplay his answer and deny the truth. Something in Sarah’s
expression caused him to hesitate, though. Her genuine concern,
coupled with his feelings of gratitude and complete trust, prompted
Mike to speak candidly.

“Yeah, there was,” he
admitted.

“What happened?”

Mike sighed and pushed away his
plate. “Poor judgment on my part,” he admitted. When Sarah leaned
forward expectantly, Mike took a deep breath.

“I had been seeing this girl in high
school,” he slowly began, absently picking at his napkin. “Andrea
and I started going out our junior year and were pretty serious by
the time we were seniors. We started sleeping together and right
before Christmas, we found out she was pregnant.”

Swallowing hard, he glanced
anxiously at Sarah. He had always projected the image of a proper
Christian and sensed this revelation would shock his roommate. When
he saw no harsh judgment or condemnation in Sarah’s eyes, Mike
continued.

“Right away she said she wanted an
abortion. I was rather freaked out about the whole thing, but I
told her if that’s what she wanted to do, then I’d pay for it. So,
over the holiday break, we snuck up to Macon and an abortion clinic
there. When it was all over, I was relieved and thought that was
the end of it.”

Mike hesitated, his heart heavy as
he recalled that tragic point in his life. “Well, she became really
depressed. Eventually said she wanted to take a break from us so
she could sort out some things. I didn’t really understand, but
told her to do what she needed.

“When we came back for our last
semester, Andrea wasn’t attending school anymore. I called to make
sure she was okay and discovered she’d transferred to a school in
the next county. Said she felt guilty and couldn’t bear to be
reminded of our mistake every single day. I kept trying to call her
and went by her house several times, but she wouldn’t even talk to
me. Finally her parents told me Andrea never wanted to see me
again,” he said sadly, rubbing his eyes.

“The more I thought about it, the
more I realized how wrong we’d been. I shouldn’t have been so eager
for her to get an abortion. Actually, we should’ve never slept
together in the first place. My parents were good Christian people
and they certainly had raised me better than that.”

Mike finally raised his eyes to
Sarah. “I guess I’ve just never forgiven myself. I know God has,
but I simply can’t let it go. What I did was wrong. And I decided
that if God ever gave me someone special again, I wouldn’t sleep
with her until she’s my wife.”

The truth out at last, Mike slowly
realized how much that situation had affected his life. He had
hoped the memory of his disgraceful actions would eventually be
forgotten. Time had not washed away the overwhelming and
devastating guilt, though. It had been a daily struggle and Matt
his only confidant over the years. He felt incredibly embarrassed
to disclose the story to Sarah as well. Her discovery of Mike on
the bathroom floor paled in comparison with the humiliation that
now pounded at his chest. He knew he had just disappointed his
roommate.

Sarah slowly covered his hand with
her own. Mike closed his eyes and grasped her fingers tightly,
grateful for his roommate’s understanding.

“I’m sorry, Mike,” she
whispered.

Shaking his head, he looked up at
her with haunted eyes. “You’re only the second person I’ve ever
told,” he quietly admitted.

“Well, I won’t tell anyone,” Sarah
quickly promised. “I never knew you felt that strongly about not
sleeping with someone.”

“Next one will be forever,” Mike
said firmly, determined not to make the same mistake twice.
“Obviously, there’s a reason God wants us to wait.”

“Did it bother you that Matt and I
didn’t?”

Flashing a faint smile, Mike patted
her hand before releasing it. “I didn’t want to impose my views on
either of you. But I was glad when you finally did get
married.”

Feeling drained, Mike slowly rose
from his chair. “Well, let me go take that really hot bath. Thanks,
Sarah. For everything.”

“You’re welcome. And Mike?” she
implored. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Trust me, you don’t
deserve that kind of torture. And I know you’ll find someone just
as wonderful and special as you are!”

Mike stared at her a moment, touched
by her kindness and choice of words. Apparently, the disclosure of
his dark secret had not lowered Sarah’s opinion of her roommate.
Somehow, that comforted Mike more than anything else. He flashed
her a warm smile before sauntering off to the bathroom.

Following her recommendation, Mike
filled the tub with steaming water. Casting aside the robe, he
eased his aching body into the bathtub until only his head and
knees protruded from the water. His height prevented complete
immersion, but otherwise the warm liquid surrounded him like a
cocoon. Adjusting his position one last time, Mike relaxed and
closed his eyes.

Until today, only Matt knew what had
transpired his senior year. Not even Joe, Mike’s best friend back
home, suspected anything. Considering how deeply the incident
bothered him, and his feelings for Sarah, it surprised Mike that
she had coaxed the story from his lips. Recounting his horrible
mistake felt incredibly painful. However, the agony of his
disclosure was replaced with the ache of desire once
more.

Sarah’s thoughtful words continued
to ring in his ears and Mike longed to act upon his feelings. He
had told his roommate she was special, but that word did not begin
to describe what he truly saw in Sarah. She possessed every quality
Mike had ever desired in a woman. He did not have to search for
someone special, hoping to find the right person. Sarah was right
here, her spirit intoxicating and more real than he’d ever
imagined. She needed to know how much Mike loved her before his
heart virtually exploded.

“You’ve got to tell her,” he
murmured to himself.

Mike spent the remaining time in the
bathroom carefully choosing his words. Every phrase that came to
mind sounded corny and contrived, and he struggled to properly
articulate his feelings. With no intensions to act upon his
declaration of love, Mike still worried his words might cross the
line. Matt trusted him and he did not want to betray his best
friend. His roommate never expressed concern that Mike would act
inappropriately around his wife, and Matt had promised never to
reveal the truth to Sarah. Keeping his love a secret had been
Mike’s idea, so perhaps it would be all right if he were the one to
tell her. His internal battle continued right up until he emerged
from the bathroom.

Dressed in a sweatshirt and baggy
pants, Mike retrieved a textbook from his desk and stepped into the
tiny hallway. Discovering Sarah at work in the kitchen, he entered
the living room and set his book on the coffee table. Mike
hesitated and took a deep breath. Still full of doubt but
determined to go through with his plan, he strode purposefully into
the kitchen.

The smell of freshly baked cake
struck him full force. A large sheet cake sat on the stovetop, its
surface covered with white frosting. Mike’s step faltered as his
gaze fell on Sarah hunched over several small bowls, tiny vials of
food coloring off to one side. His roommate had become quite adept
at decorating cakes and produced one of her beautiful creations for
special occasions. Since today was no one’s birthday, and he
doubted Sarah would make one just because he had been sick, Mike
suspected the cake could only be for her husband.

Sarah glanced up from her
preparations and smiled. “Feel better now?” she asked.

“Yeah, I do. Um, who’s the cake
for?” he inquired, stalling for time.

“For Matt!” Sarah proudly exclaimed.
“I’m going to decorate it with a football helmet and write ‘Matt’s
#1!’ across the top. Think he’ll like it?”

When Mike nodded, she grabbed a bowl
of frosting and moved to the cake. “Well, I want him to know how
proud I am of his performance yesterday. Sometimes I don’t feel I
show enough loving support.”

“You do, Sarah.”

Flashing Mike a quick smile, his
roommate began outlining a football helmet on the cake’s surface.
He watched in silence, his insides slowly sinking as he realized he
would be unable to follow through on his intentions. Instantly,
guilt replaced the longing in his heart. Matt and Sarah loved each
other so very much. How could he possibly risk damaging their
relationship? Despite his desire, Mike could never express his true
feelings toward Sarah. Too much lay at stake.

Upon completing the helmet’s
outline, Sarah raised her eyes. “I’m sorry, Mike. Did you need
something?” she asked.

Mike shook his head. “Just wanted a
drink. I’ll get it myself.”

Retreating to the living room with
his juice, Mike slumped heavily onto the sofa and reached for the
remote. He really neededto work on his assignment, but at the
moment, he desperately wanted a distraction. Hopefully between
football games and reading, the afternoon would pass
quickly.

When Matt returned, Sarah’s
enthusiastic welcome reinforced Mike’s resolve to remain silent.
Only her husband occupied Sarah’s heart. Mike had taken enough road
trips with Matt to know that his friend was equally dedicated to
Sarah as well. He had no right to interfere or break his roommate’s
trust. Regardless of his own misery, Mike was determined Matt and
Sarah would enjoy marital bliss. In the meantime, he would continue
to pray for the strength to endure.
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The End In Sight






Fully recovered by the following
weekend, Mike gave the team a hundred percent effort at their home
game. He felt he needed to atone for his absence the previous week.
The intensity of his efforts resulted in a touchdown during the
second quarter, a rare occurrence now that Matt had stepped up his
performance. His roommate never failed to encourage him, though.
Matt always praised his achievements and never allowed Mike to feel
second best.

Sarah brought them home early from
the after game party, which had been in progress since five in the
afternoon. Her actions probably saved them both from massive
hangovers in the morning, too. It was not unusual for Matt to enjoy
a couple drinks, but for once, Mike felt compelled to match his
roommate. After observing the rapid consumption of his second beer,
Sarah informed Mike that she would assume the roll of designated
driver this evening. When departing the party, he willingly handed
over his car keys. Despite their intoxication, she enticed Mike and
Matt in and out of the car and up the flight of stairs to their
apartment.

“God, this is just like
babysitting!” she exclaimed, holding open the door for the
men.

Mike flashed her an apologetic smile
as he passed, wearily stepping into the apartment. Behind him, Matt
chuckled mischievously.

“Good! I always wanted to sleep with
the babysitter,” he said.

His roommates talked Mike into
joining them for a movie. He felt tired, but since Matt showed no
signs of dropping anytime soon, he figured he could hold out for
another hour or two. They collapsed on the couch, but not before
Matt retrieved another round of beers from the
refrigerator.

With every sip of his drink, Mike
felt his eyelids droop a little more. Despite his interest in the
intriguing thriller, he simply could not stay awake. Succumbing to
exhaustion and the alcohol in his system, Mike allowed his eyes to
close. The lack of visual stimuli felt good to his senses. A moment
later, the noise from the television set vanished
altogether.

The sound of his name penetrated the
darkness. Mike felt a gentle touch on his hand as he slowly awoke.
He reluctantly opened his eyes, his head still groggy with
sleep.

“Come on, Mike, wake up!” came
Matt’s voice, full of amusement.

Turning his head toward his
roommate, Mike suddenly became aware of his position. He discovered
that leaned heavily against Sarah, his head on her shoulder, and
realized it was her hand grasping his fingers. At the other end of
the couch, Matt had leaned forward to peer at him, an enormous grin
on his face. Quickly, Mike sat upright and rubbed his
eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured,
suppressing a yawn.

Sarah laughed. “You were fine up
until you began snoring!”

“Guess I need to go to bed,” Mike
conceded.

Matt chuckled and patted his wife’s
thigh. “Yeah, because you’re about to lose your pillow!”
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