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Above the green neon sign, Eat with Friends, a group of people meet once every three months in the upper room of the restaurant. No one would see them come in or leave late into the night, but this arrangement worked well for those involved.

Before Gabriel would stand and call the group to order at the beginning of each meeting, his presence as the leader was apparent by his commanding manner. With his list in hand, people quieted down to listen to him. Among the people in the room were leaders and new attendees. Altogether there were about six people.

“Our first order of business is welcoming all the newcomers. We are glad you are here, and we have much to discuss,” said Gabe.

He was a well- dressed, middle- aged man who had short, dark hair and was clean-shaven. He was perfectly groomed as he stepped up to the front of the room in his tailored navy- blue suit. He would take out his dark folder and place it in front of him on the table at every meeting. Then he would pick up the paper and place it back down on the folder for emphasis.

“Now here are my list of charges:

“Andrew, you must speak with a young woman in town. Her name is Jennifer. She has a big family problem to work out.

Michael, you must meet a youngster called Billy, who lives with his grandfather. You are charged with helping him through a problem he has been dealing with.

Loretta, you have been asked to speak with Franny. She is a local member of the Chamber of Commerce who is close to making a business decision that may hurt some of her employees.

All of you have three months to do as you are charged with helping each resolve their problems in some fashion. You know the rules. You cannot tell them who you are or why you are in town, and you cannot speak with the others in the meeting on the street. The only ones you can speak with are leaders from this group in secret”.

All the attendees left the meeting with high hopes. Gabriel always felt that things would go well in the next few weeks. He also knew that each newcomer did not want to meet with a leader to show weakness. Each wished to successfully reach his goal alone.

~Andrew

~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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The next morning, Andrew took time to dress and went out to meet with Jennifer. He realized that it should look like a chance meeting so that she would be more receptive to his suggestions. He decided to take his time, instead of just walking up to this young woman. He began by observing her living and working habits. It was a comforting feeling to watch as people went on with their routines, something that he missed.

Andrew was a young man in his twenties who wore jeans and a blue flannel shirt most of the time. His dark blond hair was a little straggly but combed. He liked being comfortable. Andrew took a few days watching Jennifer from afar and then planned a casual conversation with her. She worked as a server in a local diner. It was a clean place with chrome tables and chairs with red and white tablecloths.

Andrew sat at the counter and asked for a cup of coffee. He made sure that Jennifer would be his server. Jennifer had long, dark hair kept in a ponytail. She was slim and petite and wore a black server uniform with a crisp white collar.

Andrew asked, “Say, do you know where I can get a job around here?”

Jennifer just shrugged her shoulders. Andrew continued. “Anyone need an odd job done?” Again, Jennifer shook her head as if to say “No.”

Andrew decided to take his time and not be too pushy. He would come back the next morning to have another conversation.

Day after day he would come in at about the same time and order coffee from Jennifer and slowly, she warmed up to him and began to talk about her family and her life. One day Andrew got up the nerve to ask her to go for a walk after her shift was over and Jennifer accepted. That was the afternoon that Jennifer told her about her wish to go to college, but she had too many responsibilities.

Andrew did not want to pry but he did ask, “What’s stopping you?”

Jennifer said, “You wouldn’t understand, I have to get home.” She ran off in the direction of her home.

Andrew decided to leave it alone until the next day. The next morning Andrew kept to his drill and ordered coffee. Jennifer was a little cool but smiled after a while. Andrew asked if he could walk her home.

“OK,” she said.

Andrew waited patiently after having several cups of coffee. When they began to amble in the direction of Jennifer’s home, she motioned for Andrew to come in.

Jennifer did not have to say much. Andrew saw an older man in a wheelchair. Jennifer introduced him to her father, James. James nodded, and said, “Hello.”

She told Andrew to sit while she prepared her dad’s lunch. “Andrew, would you like a sandwich?”

Andrew said,” Yes, thanks.” That is when he saw for himself; Jennifer had many responsibilities.

~Michael

~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Meanwhile, Michael set out to find Billy. He was not too sure how to approach the little boy. So, he decided to take some time and observe Billy walking home from school and playing with his friends. The routine made him a little homesick, but he repressed these feelings, as he had a job to do. On the surface Billy looked like a well- adjusted boy. He looked happy through his big blue eyes and medium brown hair. Then one day Michael saw his grandfather scowl at him from the front door of their home.

“Yes, Grandpa, I will be right there,” said Billy in a loud voice. Then Billy stopped what he was doing and ran into the house. Michael heard shouting from the inside of the building. Michael could easily tell that things were not going well for Billy. Michael thought then and there that he would have to approach Billy in school so that he did not bring more wrath down on him.

That is exactly what he did. Michael usually wore a collared shirt and tailored pants as he moved around the town. His brown hair kept short and tidy. He could fit into the school environment as an observer with permission from the administration.

The first day at school he saw Billy. He smiled and said, “Hello.”

Billy nodded,” Hi,” back.

It was a start. Each day before class Michael spoke with Billy.

Billy said in conversation,” I live with my grandpa. My parents died in an accident a few years ago.”

Michael asked,” How is that going?”

Billy seemed guarded and replied, “Fine.”

Michael made it a point to speak to Billy’s teacher about him. The teacher was more forthcoming as she was given clearance to speak about him by the principal. Michael was writing a study on a few children for his thesis and Billy was one of the children chosen. Mrs. Dolan, Billy’s teacher, told Michael that Billy’s grandfather agreed to become his guardian after his parents died. Everything was going well until his wife died of cancer. After that, the man was very unhappy and was drinking heavily. Billy committed verbal abuse but not any physical abuse as far as the school community knew. Billy defended his grandfather whenever anything negative was mentioned.

Mrs. Dolan said,” I suppose Billy loves him and feels he is all he has. Most children don’t want to be separated from family, even if they are not perfect.”

Michael asked,” Is there anyone else in the family better suited to care for him?”

Mrs. Dolan replied,” I have heard Billy refer to an aunt that he speaks to, but I don’t know how close a relative she is. Billy is a lovely boy who wants to please. He usually does his work and from a teacher’s point of view he is a good student.”

Michael said, “Thanks, Mrs. Dolan for your input. I will write my paper using Billy as a subject as well as a few others in your class. You have been most helpful.”

Michael went back to his room that night pondering his charge. Should he speak to the grandfather? Or would that be too intrusive? He had to think about what to do.
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~Loretta

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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During the same time, Loretta found Franny’s company. She looked up the company online and visited its website. Loretta was impressed by the fact that Franny had started the company by herself a few years ago and had been doing well for many years until the downturn in the
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