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“You good, dude? Or you need anything else?”

Seth dropped my duffle bag on the floor as I lowered myself onto the couch and propped my arm carefully on a pillow.

“Nah, and I’m tired of you bossing me around. Get outta here.” I gave him a grin that wouldn’t have been quite as tight if the roads hadn’t been quite as bad.

“Mmm-hmm.” It was scary sometimes the way Seth could read me. “I’m texting you in half an hour to make sure you’ve taken your meds. And if I were you, I’d grab something to eat at the same time, because you know Mel will be asking.” He perched himself on the arm of the couch and frowned. “You sure you’re okay?”

“The ride bumped it around a little, that’s all.” It didn’t hurt to be honest; he’d always shot straight with me. “I’ll probably sack out here for a while and just try to keep it up and still.”

“Yeah, that’s not totally what I meant.” Seth unlocked my phone and flipped through my pictures. “You haven’t said two words about her since that night.”

“What’s there to say? You pretty much said it all.”

“It’s Danna, dude. What’d you expect?” Seth had never been one to pull his punches.

“Not smart to bottle it up inside you, Jake.”

When he used my name, he was always more serious than usual. I shook my head.

“I’m not. There’s nothing there.”

The look he gave me would have put a skeptic to shame.

“Dude, in the last six weeks, you’ve got four pictures that aren’t of Danna, or you and Danna, or some place you went with Danna. And I took three of them.”

“There wasn’t much to take pictures of this last week.”

“That’s not the point. The point is, I don’t want you sitting around here watching Hallmark movies and eating yourself sick with ice cream.”

“Really, man? What am I, a girl?”

“Fine. Maybe not that.” Seth allowed himself a half grin. “But whatever you’d substitute for lonely and depressed.”

“I’m not lonely and depressed. Just sore and tired. I’m over her, okay? We were wrong from the start. And it wasn’t even her fault.”

“There. That.” Seth shook his head. “You’re seriously blaming yourself? It was a skiing accident, dude. Totally out of your control.”

“That’s not what I meant.” I sighed as Seth’s phone rang.

“Stacy again. I should probably take this. And get home and check on Pepper. We’re not through, though. I’ll talk to you later.” He picked up on the last ring as he headed out the door. “Hey, Stace. Couldn’t reach my phone. What’s up?”

I stretched my legs full-length and shifted my arm to a new position. Seth knew me better than anyone—except maybe Mel—but he’d never understand how I felt about Danna. Not that I understood it myself. How could the girl I’d worshipped for five years, dated for five weeks, and lost in five seconds leave only a blank space behind when she disappeared from my life?

I’d tried to work up the emotions I ought to feel. Hurt, anger, loss—something—but there was nothing. Like all the feelings I’d ever had for her, all the wild dreams I’d cherished, and the gaping hole they should have left had vanished with Danna’s words.

“Look, Jake, I’m sorry you’re hurt and all, but I came up here to have fun.” 

And you’re kind of—not, said the careless little shrug and the wrinkling of her nose that I’d always thought adorable.

It was like the mask over my eyes had fallen off in an instant, and I’d seen her for exactly what she was. Spoiled. Selfish. Totally uninterested in me, only the things I could give her.

I’d been honest with Seth. I didn’t miss her. Didn’t resent her. Only wondered how I’d been so blind for so long.

Sitting around the lodge, I’d had time for some long talks with God. Now that I could really see Danna, I could see myself, too, and I wasn’t a fan. In defending her against my friends’ warnings and my own faint stirrings of conscience, I’d idolized her in every possible way. And even as I prayed for forgiveness, I’d thanked God for opening my eyes before it was too late.

I shifted my arm uncomfortably and winced hard. Hopefully my next lesson would come easier than a nasty compound fracture and a couple of garish metal pins that made me queasy when I looked at them too long.

My phone beeped, and I grabbed it, then dropped it with a sigh. A reminder for my dental check-up. I should call and reschedule. My arm was not going to be up to a dentist’s chair.

Why had I expected it to be Mel?

I picked up the phone again and skimmed through her last week’s worth of texts. Goofy gifs of little kids wiping out in the snow. Heartfelt prayers when I couldn’t sleep for the pain. Random ramblings about her day accompanied by pictures of my fish—so I could see she was taking good care of my babies, she’d said.

Then I flipped back to the strange pair of texts that had come half an hour ago.

Jake, Stacy G. Mel says sorry she can’t meet you at home. Will return keys asap. Fed fish already. Hopes you’re doing okay.

It wasn’t like Mel to relay a message. If her phone had died—which didn’t happen often—she’d have just texted me from Stacy’s. Asking her to meet me at home had been a spur-of-the-moment thing; as much as I wanted to see her, I understood if she’d already made plans.

But the follow-up text a minute later had made no sense at all.

Says missing vase and towels her fault. She’ll replace. Sorry. Try to text you soon.

Something was off. I could tell that, but aside from having no idea what she was talking about, I couldn’t begin to guess what it was.

Seth’s little sister had tagged along in my life ever since we were kids, eventually following the two of us to college and landing a job in the same city after graduation. Even though she’d blushed apple-red when anyone accused her of a crush on me, things had never been awkward between us. I trusted Seth and Mel with the important things—my phone, my keys, my fish.

The first text sounded just like Mel, even if it had come through Stacy. She understood that after two burglaries, I’d become almost obsessive about keeping track of my keys. She knew that my first goldfish had come from the grandpa I’d adored, then lost when I was ten. She might smile about my “babies,” but she’d never called me “Mr. Rogers” like some of my other friends. She knew what mattered to me and why. 

But what did a vase and towels have to do with anything?

As I sat vaguely wondering and trying to find a position that would rest my arm without killing my shoulder, a faint scent from the kitchen roused my senses. Coffee?

For a second, the hair rose on the back of my neck, but I shook off the fear of yet another break-in. My laptop was still on the desk in the corner, and that was the most valuable thing I owned. Besides, the smell wasn’t fading; it was growing stronger. But who could’ve—

Mel. It had to be. She’d fed the fish already; she must’ve set the timer on the coffee maker for when she figured Seth and I would get back. Bless her!

Deciding that a coffee in the hand was worth a comfortable position in the bush, I made my way to the kitchen, fished out a mug, and poured myself a cup from the steaming pot.

I savored the delicious flavor for three long sips before it hit me. I’d finished the last of the hazelnut blend three days before the ski trip and hadn’t had time to replace it. Had I mentioned that to Mel? I didn’t think so. Had she noticed I was out? I checked the cupboard. Sure enough—a newly opened package with a smiling sticky note.

No one should have to endure a broken bone on plain coffee!

Mel was a gem. Always practical, thoughtful, and kind. Alternately quiet, bubbly, or no-nonsense as the situation required. It was just like her to think of my favorite coffee as a get-well gift.

I glanced toward the fish tank and laughed out loud for the first time since the accident. A tent-folded card reading “Welcome Home, Dad” with several badly-drawn fish shapes sat in front of the tank next to a small bouquet of wildflowers. The flowers were housed in a souvenir cup from the Shedd Aquarium that Mel must’ve found at the back of the cupboard.

Was that the vase Stacy meant? Hadn’t she said one was missing? How could I be missing a vase when I didn’t even own one?

Then I remembered. I did own one. Mel had given it to me with her last offering of flowers—for “can’t pass up a sale at the grocery store” day, she’d said. I’d suspected it was more like “sorry for your cold and wanted an excuse to check on you” day. And she’d insisted that every guy needed a vase, just in case some nice girl found a sale and wanted to bring him flowers. Not having a place to put them would be rude. Classic Mel. Where had I put the thing anyway?

I glanced around the kitchen for a moment before remembering that I’d stuck it in the top cupboard with the decorative Christmas plate I’d been left with in dirty Santa the year before. The plate was there, all right, but the vase was gone. I knew I hadn’t thought about it enough to












































































































































































[image: ]





[image: ]



[image: ]









d2d_images/cover.jpg
= 4 Angie
Thompson





d2d_images/scene_break.png





