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    Dedicated to every woman who has at some time in her life experienced the devastating pain of heartbreak.
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The Stranger
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It’s a tragedy when we don’t realise that what we  longed for, has been with us all along....

Until it’s too late. 

Such is the story of Abigail Applewood.

––––––––
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BEEP – BEEP – BEEP.

The sky’s still dark. 

Without sparing the culprit a glance, Abigail reached for the snooze button, accidentally knocking the alarm clock off its perch. The poor thing gave up its ghost.

“Ugh.” 

She forced her leaden body out of her soft, warm bed and checked the broken clock.

8:15

She’d be late.

Her new boss would kill her!

Drowsiness fled.

No time to shower. Toothbrush in foamy mouth, she grabbed the first dress from her wardrobe, slipped into it, rinsed her mouth and ran for the bus, high heel shoes in one hand, her handbag in the other.

The merciful driver waited for her.

“Thanks,” she mumbled as she boarded the bus, her eyes searching for an empty seat.

Plopping herself beside a man with his nose stuck in his tablet, she sighed. Relief washed over her. She wouldn’t be late. She slipped on her shoes, conjured a pack of crackers from her bag and nibbled as her ride brought her to the bus stop a street away from the office building. 

Lightning flashed across the gloomy sky.

Thunder cracked.

The heavens opened with a sudden onslaught of rain.

Searching through her bag, her heart sank. Her umbrella was missing. 

How then?

Should she brave the rain and show up looking like a wet cat?

It was either that or get fired for reporting late again. 

Stepping into the rain, she remained remarkably dry. The sensual scent of wood and musk engulfed her. Heart racing, she stopped, bumping into a hard muscled chest beneath a thin layer of fabric.

Looking up, mesmerising eyes framed by thick fringes of lashes met hers. A drop dead gorgeous guy, built like a professional football player, sheltered her with a large black umbrella.
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Elysian Tower
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Protecting Abigail from the pelting rain, the mysterious stranger spoke. “May I?” His smooth baritone distracted her from the rest of what he said.

Amusement danced in his eyes as she gawked at him. His lips moved but the words didn’t penetrate her thick skull. 

Snap out of this! You’re not thirteen anymore! Abigail chided herself.

“I am going to Elysian Tower,” he said as they crossed the road. “I can shelter you on the way there.”

“That’s where I work,” she blurted. 

“Then we are neighbours,” he replied. 

“Who are you?” Abigail wasn’t sure what to make of this guy. He’s attractive. Disturbingly so. 

Didn’t Scyler say that serial killers have to be extremely attractive or charismatic in order to trap their victims? Abigail shuddered.

“Forgive my lack of manners,” he flashed a charming grin that reached his twinkling eyes. “I’m Ben.”

“I’m Abigail,” she replied, wondering whether it’s a good idea to give a stranger her name, on top of telling him where she worked. What if Scyler’s right? He’s too charismatic.

“I attend the Thyatiran Church,” he offered. “I serve as a leader in the youth ministry on Saturdays and do Church on Sundays. Would you like to visit?”

Ah there it was. He’s safe. He’s not a serial killer. He’s just being nice to get people to go to his church. Abigail’s boss, whom she wanted minimal contact with, was from that congregation.

“I’ll think about it.” Why couldn’t she give him a straight no? Then again, it couldn’t hurt to visit if Ben’s going to play host.

“Sure,” he replied. 

They walked in silence.

“You look troubled,” he observed.

“I’m going to be late, and if I’m late, I’ll lose my job,” Abigail glanced at her watch.

Without a word, he wrapped his arm around her waist and picked her up as if she weighed nothing. Abigail’s heart dropped to her shoes. “What are you doing?”

“Shhhhh,” he smirked. 

While still sheltering her, he sprinted. 

How was that even possible? 

Her heart felt like it would leap out of her chest. His bulging arm held her against his powerful chest, supporting her weight. His warm breath on her face snapped her out of her stupor. 

Who eats garlic for breakfast?

He carried her all the way across the road, down the street and to the Elysian Tower. She could barely catch her breath when he set her down in the lobby. Her cheeks burned. All eyes were on them, but he seemed not to care.

“Here’s my number,” Ben scribbled on a piece of paper which he handed to her, as he dropped her off at the lobby. “Call me if you ever want to visit my church.”

Her emotions were a mess by the time she clocked in. One minute late. That should be okay. Company policy states a grace period of five minutes. 

She couldn’t deny her physical attraction towards Ben, but did he feel the same way about her? Was she going to make a fool of herself? Again?

Guys.

She’s never had any luck with them.

The ones that attracted her would never give her the time of the day.

The ones that didn’t, just wouldn’t go away.

But Ben. Maybe he’s the one.

Stifled sobs broke her out of her thoughts as she walked towards her desk.

Scyler, her best pal, sat curled in a corner, crying.
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