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      Hall came home to his apartment, a little depressed about being turned down again. He’d applied for loans at several banks, all of them said he needed to build up his credit history before being granted a loan to start his trucking business. He sat down on his couch, drinking a beer, feeling sorry for himself. This wasn’t exactly how he pictured things going when he left the service. Though he was able to get a small loan because of his veteran status, it wasn’t enough to buy a few trucks, a warehouse for storage, plus all the other costs of starting a new business. He needed a larger loan.

      Though not everything in Hall’s life was going to plan, he couldn’t say it was all going badly. It’d been two months since he met Charlotte, and things had been going pretty well between them. They’d started dating exclusively and were really enjoying being with each other. Hall had sent her a message on the way home, letting her know he was turned down again. Today was one of her work-at-home days, so she scurried down the hall only a few minutes after Hall arrived.

      They were at the stage where they didn’t bother knocking, so Charlotte barged right in, going over to Hall and giving him a hug and a kiss. She sat next to him and held him for a few minutes, hoping to cheer him up.

      “It’s OK,” Charlotte said. “You’ll get what you need. It’s just gonna take a little longer than you figured.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t meant to be. Maybe I should’ve just picked something smaller to start out with.”

      “Brandon, don’t give up already. You just need to give it a little more time.”

      “Yeah, I guess, but I have to start doing something soon. I can’t just sit around all the time watching old cartoons all day.”

      Charlotte wasn’t sure this was the best time to spring some of the news she had, but she’d been thinking about it for a few days now and didn’t want to wait any longer. Besides, she figured talking about something else would help put Hall in a better mood. At least it would give him something different to think about, which maybe wouldn’t depress him so much.

      “Uh…,” Charlotte said, unsure of how to begin, “I was thinking…”

      Hall broke free of Charlotte’s grasp and looked strangely at her, sensing that she had something on her mind. “What’s the matter? What is it?”

      “Oh, well, nothing’s the matter. I was just… I, uh…”

      “You know, in all the time we’ve known each other, which admittedly hasn’t been that long, whenever you’ve started sentences without completing them, and you say uh a lot, you have something you want to say that you’re not sure how I’m going to react to.”

      Charlotte nervously smiled, then let out a small giggle. “Uh, yeah, I kind of noticed that myself.”

      “So what is it?”

      “It’s uh… well…”

      “If you’ve found another guy or something, or you wanna go more slowly, it’s fine, just say so, I can handle it. Really, I won’t scream and holler. Much. At least until after you leave, and then I might put a few holes in the wall, but it’s fine. I can take it.”

      Charlotte smiled, then put her hands on both sides of his face and leaned in to give him a more passionate kiss, hoping to put his mind at ease. “It’s nothing like that. Really? You really thought there might be someone else?”

      Hall shrugged. “No, not really. Just figured with my luck lately, that maybe… well, you know the saying: when it rains it pours.”

      “Well, it’s nothing like that. I promise. I love you, and I love being with you.”

      Charlotte then realized what she said and quickly looked away and cleared her throat. An uncomfortable look came over Hall’s face as well, thinking she may have just spilled the secret. Though they’d been growing very fond of each other, neither had yet told the other that they loved them. Hall’s heart started beating heavy, thinking if that’s what she had on her mind, he wasn’t sure what he was going to say in response. It was a very awkward moment for the both of them. Charlotte didn’t intend for those words to slip out of her lips. While she was sure she meant them, and it was something that had crossed her mind on more than one occasion recently, she thought it might have been too soon to say them. Especially since Hall didn’t seem like he was ready for it. Seeing the look on his face pretty much led her to believe she was right in that aspect. He looked like he wanted to be anywhere other than there at that moment.

      Before continuing any further, Charlotte figured she had several options. One was to ignore what she said and tell him what was really on her mind, pretending the words never left her lips. Another option was to expound on what she said and open a different, and much deeper, conversation than she originally intended. The last option she thought of was to acknowledge what she said, but not make a big deal out of it, and just quickly move on to another topic so as not to embarrass either one of them any further. She chose the first option. Considering they both seemed uncomfortable now, it was best to just sweep it under the rug and pretend it was never said.

      Charlotte cleared her throat as she continued her original thoughts. “Uh, anyway, um…”. She let out an uncomfortable sounding laugh. “I almost forgot what I was gonna say.”

      Hall put his hands in his lap and fiddled with his fingers, still nervously waiting to hear what was on her mind. “Take your time.”

      Charlotte ran her hands through her hair, still clearly embarrassed about what she’d said. She felt uncomfortable and imagined that Hall was looking through her, his eyes burning as he tried to figure out how to respond to her unwelcomed words. Charlotte felt like the walls were starting to close in.

      “Umm, you know what? I think I, um, I, uh, forgot something in my apartment. I’ll be back a little later.”

      By now, Hall could see that she seemed more uncomfortable and uneasy than he was. “Charlotte.”

      Hall reached for her hand, but Charlotte didn’t let him grab it and walked toward the door.

      “It’s just work stuff,” Charlotte said. “I’ll, uh, I’ll be back.”

      Hall watched her leave and couldn’t help but feel responsible for her leaving. It must have been his fault, he thought. When she said she loved him, the most excruciating look must have come over his face, causing her to severely backpedal and question herself. If he would have just acted cool, then she wouldn’t have felt the way she did and rushed off. He took another sip of his beer, wishing he could start the day all over again. Hall sighed, took a few more swallows of his drink, before putting it down on the table. He got up, knowing he had to go comfort Charlotte and tell her something, anything. He wasn’t sure what yet, but something to let her know that it wasn’t her.

      Hall exited his apartment and went down the hall to Charlotte’s place. He tried to open the door, but it was locked. Luckily, they’d exchanged spare keys a few weeks prior to that. Hall reached inside his pants pocket to remove the key and unlocked the door. As soon as he opened it, Hall could immediately hear the muffled sounds of a woman crying. He closed the door behind him and took a few steps, seeing Charlotte lying there on the couch, face down, crying into a throw pillow.

      Hall walked over to her, Charlotte still not acknowledging his presence, either because she didn’t know he was there, or because she was ignoring him. He sat down on the couch and grabbed her arms to sit her up straight. He put his arms around her, Charlotte burying her head into his chest.

      “How’d you get in here? I thought I locked it?”

      “You did,” Hall answered. “Did you forget we exchanged keys?”

      “Oh, yeah. I forgot. I guess because we haven’t used them yet.”

      “Well, you’ve never locked me out before either.”

      “True.”

      Hall held Charlotte’s face in his hands and wiped away her tears. “Why are you crying?”

      Charlotte shrugged. “I guess because I was making a fool of myself.”

      “You weren’t.”

      “Yes, I was. Don’t try to lie just to make me feel better.”

      Hall smiled. “I’m not lying.”

      “Yes, you are. But it’s OK. I’m, uh… I’m sorry.”

      “For what? You don’t have anything to apologize for.”

      “For saying I… you know. For saying what I said.”

      “Why are you saying sorry for that?” Hall asked.

      “Because I could see by your reaction that you don’t… that you’re not ready for that type of thing. I actually didn’t even mean to say it. It just kind of came out.”

      Hall gently held her chin with his thumb and index finger, then leaned in and tenderly kissed her lips. “So you didn’t mean it?”

      “What?”

      “You didn’t mean what you said?”

      “Well, no, I mean, yeah, of course I meant the words,” Charlotte said. “I just didn’t mean to say them right now.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I just… I know that you’re not… can we please just drop this?”

      “No, we need to talk about it,” Hall replied.

      “Why? Let’s just let it go and move on and forget I ever said it.”

      “Why would I wanna do that? If we did that, then you wouldn’t know that… I love you too.”

      Charlotte almost didn’t hear what he said, letting out a cough before realizing the words he’d just said quickly. She sat there paralyzed, before slowly turning her face back to him.

      “What’d you just say?”

      Hall smiled, thinking she was just doing it for effect. “You really need me to say it again?”

      “I want to make sure I heard you correctly.”

      “I said that I… love you too.”

      It didn’t get quite the reaction that Hall was hoping for. Instead of looking happy and smiling, and maybe giving him a few hugs, some passionate kisses, it was just the opposite. She huffed and shook her head, her frown going even further in that downward direction. He wasn’t sure what he did wrong. There was a disconnect somewhere between hearing the words in his own head and what must have been muttered through his mouth.

      “What?” Hall asked, looking bewildered.

      “No, no, don’t do that.”

      Hall put his arms up, completely clueless. “Don’t do what?”

      “Don’t do that. Don’t just tell me something like that because it’s what you think I want to hear. Don’t do that. That’s beneath you. You’re a better guy than that.”

      Hall pulled his head back like he was offended. “I’m telling you the truth.”

      “Listen, I said what I said, and now it’s out there, and if you’re not ready for it, that’s fine. But I don’t need or want you saying that just to appease me. I want you to say it when you really feel it, when you really mean it.”

      Hall leaned in closer to give her another kiss. “I do mean it. I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t.” He kissed her again. “I do love you.”

      “You do?”

      Hall nodded.

      “You’re not just saying that?”

      Hall shook his head.

      “Would you have said it if I didn’t?” she asked.

      Hall moved his face around like he had just eaten something sour. “Yeah, probably not. But that doesn’t change the fact that I do. I guess I was just surprised, not expecting to hear that right now. But like I said, it doesn’t change that I feel the same way about you.”

      Charlotte finally smiled, a rush of happiness flowing through her body. She planted a kiss on Hall’s lips, quickly followed by several more. After kissing for a few minutes, Hall begrudgingly broke his lips free from hers, as hard a thing as that was to do.

      “What’s the matter?” Charlotte asked.

      “Nothing. I just remembered… didn’t you have something else you wanted to talk to me about?”

      “Huh? Oh, yeah, I almost forgot.”

      “You did forget.”

      “Well, it was your fault.”

      “Uh… OK, I’ll take the blame on that,” Hall said. “Anyway, what was it?”

      “Well, it was a couple things. One of which was us.”

      “Us? Outside of what we just said, what else could it be? I mean, I know you’re not pregnant or anything, so that can’t be it.”

      “Ha, funny. Obviously not. But it could change things for us.”

      “Oh, really?” Hall asked, looking a little worried.

      “It’s nothing bad. At least I hope not. Just different.”
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      “So what’s this all about?” Hall warily asked.

      “OK, so, first of all, there’s two separate things. One’s personal. One’s business.”

      “Business?”

      “Yes. So which one would you like to hear first?”

      “Umm, I’m not sure I really wanna hear either.”

      Charlotte laughed. “I promise you it’s nothing bad.”

      “OK. Why don’t you just surprise me then? Start off with whatever you want.”

      Charlotte thought about it for a second and figured it’d be better to save the personal stuff for last. That would probably be the bigger bombshell. Not to mention the fact that she was nervous about mentioning it to him.

      “I’ll start with our business.”

      “Our business?” Hall said.

      “Yes. Since you’ve been having trouble getting your trucking business started, I thought maybe we could steer off course a little bit.”

      “Off course how?”

      Charlotte faked a cough. “Well, since we did such a good job with that other little incident that brought us together, I thought we could start our own private investigation business.”

      A surprised look came over Hall’s face. His eyes widened and his eyebrows raised. “What’d you say?” Even though he heard Charlotte clearly, he was sure she had to be making some kind of joke.

      “Why don’t we start our own private investigation business?”

      Hall continued to look at her like she was crazy. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Why not? Between the two of us, we should be able to handle things.”

      “Huh? We should? Do you know what you’re saying?”

      “I do,” Charlotte answered. “I’ve been looking into it for a week or so, and I think we can do it.”

      “First of all, I’m not really interested. Second of all, what’s with the we stuff?”

      “We can do it together as a team. You and me. I know marketing and design, so I can do a lot of the office stuff while you’re out on a case, and then on occasion when you need extra help, I can back you up out there.”

      “You can?”

      “Yeah. What do you think?”

      “I think you’ve lost your mind,” Hall replied. “You make it sound like it’ll be a piece of cake or something.”

      “Well, we’ve already handled one big incident. They’re all not gonna be like that. Most of it’s going to be pretty mundane, I’m sure.”

      “Oh, I’m sure.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “We almost got killed you know. Multiple times,” he said.

      “Yeah, but we didn’t. We made it, got some experience, and now we’ll be better and know some things on what not to do.”

      “Where in the world did you come up with all this?” Hall asked.

      Charlotte shrugged. “I don’t know. Just kind of came to me. I was trying to figure out how to help you, and in doing that, was trying to think of what kind of business best suited your skills.”

      “And this is what you came up with?”

      “It was either that, or open up some kind of martial arts school, or be a bodyguard.”

      “And all that didn’t appeal to you?”

      “Well, I figured you’d have the same problem getting a loan for the school, and the bodyguard I immediately ruled out because I don’t want you guarding anyone else’s body, especially any rich, attractive females.”

      Hall smiled. “Makes perfect sense.”

      “I thought so.”

      “It’s not gonna be that easy, you know. There aren’t frying pans lying around just waiting for you to use it on somebody.”

      “Ha, ha, very funny. I’m never gonna live that down, am I?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Just don’t shoot the idea down without thinking about it, please.”

      “Charlotte, I really appreciate you trying to help me, but when I left the service, I wanted to do something nonviolent.”

      “Well, it doesn’t have to be violent. Most of it’s just following people, investigating, talking, things like that.”

      “I’m sure you can’t just put up a website and call yourself a private investigator without some kind of license or form or something.”

      Charlotte fake-coughed again. “Well, I kind of happened to stumble over the qualifications earlier and…”

      “Just happened to stumble on them, huh?”

      “Yes, let me finish. You have to get fingerprinted, there’s an application packet, an exam, you have to get insurance, and, oh, yeah, you have to have a couple years’ experience.”

      “Just stumbled on it?” Charlotte flashed him that sexy smile of hers that had a way of melting him. “I don’t have a couple years’ experience, and I’m not particularly interested in working for somebody else to get it. I wanted to do my own thing, start my own business, work for me.”

      “You still can. You worked as an MP, right?”

      “For a couple years.”

      “That qualifies as meeting the experience requirement.”

      “Charlotte, I worked as an MP for three years before qualifying and transferring into Ranger school. Very few people ever do that or are accepted. You know why I wanted to do that?”

      Charlotte shook her head.

      “Because I hated being an MP. I couldn’t wait to get out of there.”

      “Oh. So does that mean you’re not even the slightest bit interested?”

      Hall threw his arms up. “I dunno. I mean… I got out of the service because I wanted to do something different. This wouldn’t seem all that different, would it?”

      “Well, it kinda is.” Charlotte’s happy face slowly started turning back into a frown. Hall hated thinking he was disappointing her again.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I really appreciate you trying to help me, I really do. I love that you’re trying to look out for me, but, I just… I don’t know.”

      “Why don’t you give it a chance?”

      “Why are you pushing this so much? Seems a little out of character for you.”

      “Uh, well, I sort of might have our first case if you decide you want to do it.”

      “You sort of have our first case?” Hall asked. “Is that sort of like having money in your wallet?”

      “Well, I told this girl that we would look into something for her. Now if you don’t want to do it, that’s fine, I won’t force you, or make you do something you don’t want to do, so if that’s the case, then I’ll just do it myself, no problem.”

      “You told who?”

      “This girl I know from a previous job. We’ve kept in touch the last few years, and when I heard what happened, I reached out to her.”

      “Heard about what?”

      “Her brother died,” Charlotte answered.

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Yeah. Apparently, the police said it was a drug overdose, but she doesn’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      “She said her brother didn’t do drugs. She thinks he was murdered and someone was trying to cover it up.”

      “Charlotte…”

      She could already anticipate his objections. “I know what you’re gonna say, that we shouldn’t get involved, that it’s not our business, but she could really use our help.”

      “A lot of people are in denial when they find out a close friend or family member was doing something that they shouldn’t or didn’t think they did.”

      “She swears he was not into drugs.”

      “It’s the shock of the situation,” Hall said. “It’s tough to accept at first.”

      “Yeah, I know, and I had a feeling you would say something like that.”

      “I’m sure the police know what they’re doing.”

      “I’m sure. Anyway, I agreed to meet her later tonight after she’s done work.”

      “You what?”

      “I’m going to meet her to talk about it. I told you, if you don’t want to get involved, that’s fine, but I still feel like I’m going to help.”

      Hall lowered his face and started scratching the top of his head, not very pleased with her news. “You’re gonna investigate this thing by yourself?”

      “Sure am.”

      “Even though the police already said what it was?”

      “Yep.”

      Hall loudly sighed as he looked away. Charlotte let out a small grin, knowing she was wearing him down, though she quickly wiped the look off her face so as not to give the impression that she was trapping him. After a few seconds, Hall turned his attention back to his lovely girlfriend.

      “I can’t let you do this.”

      “Well, I am,” Charlotte replied. “My friend insists that something’s not right, and I’m gonna find out what it is.”

      “You don’t know anything about investigating.”

      Charlotte cleared her throat. “Ahem. What do you think we did before?”

      “Would you stop referencing everything that happened after the train? It was an isolated incident. We were on the run for our lives. This is completely different.”

      “How?”

      Hall stopped for a moment to think. “Because this time we would be knowingly thrusting ourselves into a bad situation instead of it being forced upon us.”

      “Doesn’t change the fact that we could do it.”

      Hall sighed loudly again, clearly displeased. “You’re really gonna do this?”

      “Sure am.”

      “You’re gonna force me to do this, aren’t you?”

      Charlotte innocently batted her eyes at him. “I’m not forcing you to do anything. I said I would do it on my own.”

      “Yeah, and likely get killed in the process.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Hall mumbled under his breath. “I can’t believe I’m gonna get roped into this.”

      “What was that?”

      “I said I’ll go with you.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I’m perfectly capable of doing it on my own.”

      “And can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.”

      “What are you gonna do if you investigate this thing by yourself and run into a situation where you’re in a fight and have to fend off three or four guys by yourself?”

      “I’m sure I’ll manage,” Charlotte replied.

      “You can’t pull a frying pan out of your pocket.”

      “Will you stop with the frying pan thing?”

      “OK, OK.”

      “Brandon, it’s fine, I don’t mind doing it on my own if you’re not interested.”

      Hall rolled his eyes. “No, I’ll go with you on one condition.”

      “Which is?”

      “If I’m not satisfied that this friend of yours is actually on to something, we drop it. Both of us.”

      “But if she is, then you’ll help?”

      Hall sighed and curled his lips, not really looking forward to the proposition. “Yeah.”

      Charlotte finally let a wide smile show on her face as she excitedly clapped her hands in front of her. She then thrust herself on Hall, giving him a big hug, almost knocking him over.

      “This’ll work out. I promise.”

      “We’ll see,” Hall said.

      “So do you think this could be the start of a whole new thing for us?”

      “Let’s just see how this turns out first, huh?”

      “OK.” Charlotte gave him a kiss. “Thank you for coming with me.”

      “I knew I should've shoved a different girl back into her apartment.”

      “Hey!” Charlotte playfully punched him in the shoulder, the two of them rolling around on the couch, kissing and hugging.

      “So what’s the other thing?”

      “What?”

      “The other thing,” Hall said. “You said you had a business and personal thing to ask. What’s the personal thing?”

      “Oh. You know, now’s probably not the best time to talk about it. We can do it later.”

      “Oh, no. You’re not doing that.”

      “Saying something and then dropping it, making me wonder for days or weeks what you were going to say, making me go out of my mind thinking about whether it’s something bad.”

      “It’s not bad. I promise.”

      “Then you shouldn’t mind telling me now.”

      “I’m not sure I want to now.”

      “Charlotte, just say it.”

      “Do I have to?”

      “If you want me to visit this friend of yours, then yes. I’m making that one of the conditions.”

      “That’s not fair. You already said you were going.”

      “I altered the agreement.”

      “That’s really not fair.”

      Hall shrugged. “It is what it is. So if you want me to go, you need to spill it.”

      Now it was Charlotte’s turn to sigh, wondering why she ever mentioned it to begin with. She was having severe second thoughts.

      “OK. Promise me you won’t freak out or anything?”

      Hall rolled his head back. He knew that was never a good sign when someone prefaced whatever they were about to say with that line.

      “Promise?” Charlotte repeated.

      Hall let out a deep breath, mentally trying to prepare himself for anything. “I promise.”

      “Do I really have to do this?”

      “You’re the one who brought it up to begin with,” he said.

      “Yeah, but can I just change my mind?”

      “No. Say it.”

      “Fine.” She stroked her hair for a moment, then rubbed her face, seemingly doing everything possible to delay what was on her mind. Hall could tell that she was obviously nervous about whatever was going to come out of her lips. “OK. So I was thinking…”

      “That’s a good start.”

      Charlotte laughed, then playfully slapped his arm. “Will you let me finish?”

      “OK, I promise.”

      “Uh, well, since you don’t have work right now, and since we’re mostly with each other all the time now anyway, and, um, you know… since we’ve been together a couple months now… if…”

      Hall moved his head closer to her and moved his hand around to help spur her on as she stopped mid-sentence, almost like she forgot what she was going to say, though he knew it was because she seemed embarrassed to say. “Yes?”

      Charlotte continued, though she talked in a very low voice. “If, um, if… you wanted to move in… together?”

      Hall gulped, definitely not ready for that question. He wasn’t sure what was going to come out of her mouth, but he didn’t think that was going to be one of the options. He seemed stunned, not quite as much as when he heard she loved him, but still taken aback just the same.

      “Uh, well, it’s kind of soon for that, don’t you think?” Hall asked.

      “Yeah, maybe. I just figured why pay rent for two when we can do it for one? Plus, we’re together most of the time anyway, and assuming neither of us is planning on dumping the other anytime soon, I thought maybe… I dunno, now that I actually said it out loud instead of just inside my head, I guess it does sound kind of silly, doesn’t it?”

      “Doesn’t sound silly at all.”

      “Just forget I mentioned it.”

      “Why? You don’t want to?”

      “Well, no, I mean, yeah, I mean… I know it’s probably a little early to be talking about, so we can just put it aside for a while if you want.”

      “Do you need an answer right now?” Hall asked.

      “No. It was too soon, wasn’t it?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “You don’t want to, I can tell.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “What is it then?”

      “It’s just… everything is going really good between us, if we change things… I just don’t want to screw it up.”

      “Nothing would really change other than where we’re sleeping, but I totally get it, and I’m not gonna push or anything, so if you’re not ready, I totally understand.”

      “I’m definitely not against the idea or anything,” Hall said. “I just want to make sure we’re in a good enough spot that we can overcome any bumps in the road.”

      “Such as?”

      “Uh, I dunno, like, I like to do laundry at night, you like to do it during the day. I like to leave dishes in the sink for a few hours, you like to put them in the dishwasher right away, just small things like that that don’t really matter, but maybe can grate on another person’s nerves.”

      “I don’t think that would be a problem.”

      “Maybe not. I just wanna be sure.”

      “And I’m OK with that,” Charlotte said. “Just think about it for a while and let me know when you’ll be ready. If you ever are.”

      “You can scratch the if off. I’m not gonna be one of those guys who’s afraid of commitment or of getting closer or anything. It’s not gonna be ten years in the same situation. I just wanna make sure it’s right.”

      “OK. I respect that.”

      “Thank you.”

      Hall leaned over and gave her another kiss. After kissing for a few moments, Charlotte regretfully had to tear herself away to start getting ready. Hall watched her go from her bedroom to the bathroom several times before curiosity finally got the better of him.

      “What are you doing?” Hall asked.

      “Getting ready to leave.”

      “For where?”

      “I told you,” Charlotte replied. “We were going to see my friend about her brother. You should probably change into something more comfortable too instead of that suit you’re wearing.”

      “Right now?”

      “Yeah. I told her we’d get there in about an hour.”

      “An hour? I thought you said later?”

      “Well, an hour is later, isn’t it?” Charlotte said with a smirk.

      “Didn’t leave yourself much room to hoodwink me into this, did you?”

      “I didn’t hoodwink you. You’re free to do whatever you want.”

      “Yeah, yeah, so you say.”

      “Just remember, it’s for

      
    

  

