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The familiar quiet greeted Gabriel as he blinked and rolled over, trying to focus in the dim light of the empty apartment. The only sounds were the click of the window air conditioner as it shut itself off, the hum of the refrigerator as it turned itself on, and the faint buzz of cicadas singing in the trees outside in the thick summer heat. Night was approaching: he could feel it. It was early evening and the sun must be on its way down, but his head was still very fuzzy. He sat up on the end of the bed and leaned over, reaching his hands to the floor with a big yawn. The stretch of his back felt slightly painful; he was paying for that incident outside the bar last night. Stupid frat boys didn’t know when to shut up.

Groggily he crawled out of bed and made his way to the kitchen. Fridge. Cup. Pour. Mug in hand, he stumbled to the couch, lit a cigarette, and flipped on the television. News, Wheel of Fortune, opera on public television, blah, blah, blah... nothing worth watching. He rubbed his eyes and sipped his drink, trying to ignore his dull headache. There were still bits of sunlight peeking around the edges of the heavy curtains so he knew there was no need to rush. Even though it was cold, the coppery fluid tasted good as it ran over his tongue, waking his brain up a little more with each gulp. Soon he finished his cup, stubbed out the end of his cigarette, and headed for the shower. 

The hot was on nearly full blast and he put his hands on the cold, tiled wall, letting the water run over his back and shoulders as it pounded the tight and sore muscles into submission. His curly hair hung around his face like a damp curtain as he leaned his head forward to let the shower hit his back muscles. Everything in him ached a bit. He flexed his hand and looked at his knuckles, happy to see the split that was there last night had already closed. Once he guessed his hot water was about to disappear, he finished his regular scrubbing and climbed back out. 

After using the entire tank of hot water he felt moderately more alive. He wrapped the towel around his waist and ran a large comb through his hair, grabbing his tin of pomade. Hair products weren’t exactly his thing – made him feel like too much of a nancy boy – but this Southern humidity was a bitch on his naturally curly hair. A female friend had recently informed him that his uncontrolled frizz made him look like an unfortunate cross between a scared toilet brush and a lost member of an 80’s rock band. Point taken, he had ventured into the frizz-taming world of hair products and decided that a little wasn’t half-bad.

He wandered out into the apartment still wrapped in the towel with his damp hair hanging loose, listening to the laugh track of some pointless sitcom as it reverberated through the empty apartment. The solitude was like an old friend most days, but tonight it made him irritated. Maybe he just needed to get out for a while. Back to the fridge he went to refill his cup before pulling out his clothes for the evening, settling on a vintage blue Led Zeppelin T-shirt, loose button up over-shirt, jeans, old work boots... pretty much the standard uniform. He downed the rest of his cup as he dressed, grabbed his wallet and slipped his knife into his pocket, remembering to roll up his sleeves. The heat didn’t bother him, but he knew that walking around with long sleeves on a July night would look rather odd. A quick brush of the teeth, a little cologne, and he was ready to go. 

Walking out into the main part of his studio apartment, he looked around before leaving for the night. No need to make the bed; it wasn’t as if he planned on having company. He couldn’t remember the last time he actually had a woman of any consequence there. Rinse out the cup, set it in the sink....that pretty much covers the housecleaning. He clicked off the TV and moved to the front window, pulling back the curtain just in time to see the last rays of the sun slipping below the horizon. The sky towards the west was a beautiful golden with pink fading upwards into periwinkle and blues, tiny strips of wispy clouds crisscrossing the rainbow of colors. Sunsets were still beautiful to watch; he just had to time it right. Sunrise was a different matter entirely.

The sound of a crowd below his third story window pulled his attention downward and he saw that the street was quickly filling up with people. They all seemed to be heading down the street to Riverfront Park, and he suddenly remembered there was supposed to be a band down there tonight, something to do with an annual summer festival. That was the bonus to living downtown, even in a smaller place like this; always something going on. Gabriel figured it gave him a good excuse to get out and circulate among other people, so he headed out the door.

When he opened the door at the bottom of the narrow stairway, the buzz of the crowd was overwhelming and he had to consciously block it out just to get his bearings. Even though he had just eaten, the smell of the blood around him in the heat of the late summer evening was dizzying. These people had no idea; it would be like asking a person on a diet to stand in a room surrounded by warm cookies. Some days it took incredible willpower not to treat these creatures like walking snacks, especially when he was tired and slightly aggravated. No matter how long he spent domesticated,  the urge never really went away. 

Everyone appeared as if they were in an excited rush and it felt like a swarm of fish moving downstream, so he lit a cigarette and dove in, moving with the crowd towards the park. During special events like the festival, the city blocked off Broadway from around 5th Street down to the river, and tonight the whole width of the pavement was packed with people. He began to hear the sounds of a band tuning up on the stage down by the water, and realized that’s what he needed; some music and a place to relax. Watching the water always helped him chill out. 

Once he reached the end of the street and walked through the opening in the city’s heavy concrete flood wall, he saw for sure why everyone was headed that way. The crowd was large and people were spread out on blankets and lawn chairs everywhere they could squeeze in: Old people, young people, whole families with little ones, college kids, picnic baskets and coolers, beer vendors and concession stands with cotton candy, balloons, and pinwheels. He wondered if the whole town was there.

The band was six guys crammed onto the stage playing all sorts of instruments and a singer with hair down to his waist and a tambourine in his hand. Gabriel took up a spot against the inside of the wall and leaned as they launched into their first number. The concrete was warm to his back, having soaked up the heat of the day, and it felt good to his sore muscles. The thick fishy moisture of the river’s edge and the smell of beer and burgers filled his nostrils, helping to blot out the smell of the crowd, and he finally felt himself begin to unwind. His calm was short-lived, however: halfway through his first cigarette, he looked over and there she was. Everything else disappeared when he saw her dancing. 

There were four girls together, whirling and spinning to the jam band’s seemingly endless song, but it was one in particular that drew him in. Her purple cotton skirt and long wavy hair swirled around her like fairy wings trailing down her back, as a stack of silver bracelets and feathery silver earrings caught the light from the lamppost while she laughed and twirled, head thrown back, completely engulfed in the music. She was ethereal, beautiful... almost magical looking. He had to remind himself to at least pretend to breathe.

The song ended and the girls collapsed in a laughing pile, fanning themselves against the heat. He couldn’t see them clearly now from his spot against the wall; just glimpses between people as the crowd milled by. He had to get closer. A convenient Budweiser cart offered the perfect excuse, so he slowly made his way over to the line. As he handed the vendor his two dollars, the dread-locked guy behind him jumped in with a “Nice, tat, dude!” pointing to the circle of knot-work on the inside of Gabriel’s right wrist, peeking out from under his leather cuff bracelet.

“Name’s Kevin, man.” The scrawny neo-hippie extended his hand. He was kind of short and looked like a cross between Shaggy from Scooby-Doo and a reject from a Rasta band. His dusty blond dreads extended past his shoulders and he was wearing a purple t-shirt, jeans that looked about three sizes too big and green rubber flip flops. Interesting. Gabriel shook his hand and introduced himself in turn. “So where’d you get that piece done, anyway?” Kevin asked.

“Half a world away, my friend,” Gabriel replied enigmatically. He had actually gotten it in London about fifty years ago, so ‘half a world away’ wasn’t really much of an exaggeration. He was glad he still liked the design: the permanence of a tattoo took on a whole new level when you lived as long as one of his kind. Thankfully, the ink had stayed fresh looking.

“Whoa! That’s an even cooler accent, dude!” Kevin’s eyes actually opened beyond the permanent squint he seemed to carry. “What is that, like a British thing or somethin’?”

Gabriel tried his best not to be offended. Technically it was correct, but his Scottish pride always made him bristle. And to be fair, he probably did sound more like an Englishman to the untrained American ear. “Aye, something like that,” he answered as he glanced over towards the place where the fairy-girl was sitting, just to make sure she was still there. 

The kid must have noticed the look. “Hey man, you with anybody? ‘Cause you can hang over here with me and my buds if you want. Come on, I’ll introduce you!” Coincidentally, or perhaps not, Kevin began to walk towards that very group, now sitting on a large woven blanket under a tree. 

As they reached Kevin’s friends, Gabriel noticed they were mostly artsy types, college age and just a bit older: a little granola, a little retro, a lot of vintage clothing, very eclectic. The girl he had been watching was sitting leaned up against the trunk of the tree, head tilted back with eyes closed. Her white linen tank top stuck to her skin in places, and he could see the tiny beads of sweat on her chest catching the light as it moved with her breath. Her features were fine-boned and delicate, and now that he was closer he could see the hints of red in her long brown hair.

The band was finishing another song as they sat down so Kevin began to list the names for him. “This is TJ, Lizzie, Sasha, Paul, Tara, RaeAnn, and Dream Girl back there sleeping under the tree is Lillian.” Everyone nodded and smiled as they were introduced. A few even stuck out their hands for handshakes. “Everybody, this is Gabriel.”

At the sound of her name, Lillian’s eyes popped open. She sat there for a second looking back at him and then turned to one of the girls. “I need a drink,” she mumbled and got up quickly. Tara shrugged to everyone else, shaking her head of dark hair, and followed Lillian without a word, disappearing into the crowd almost immediately.

“Don’t mind Lil; she can be a little squirrelly,” Kevin said with a dismissive wave of his hand. Right then the band started up with another number and so conversation soon became pointless. Gabriel sat sipping his beer and watching the people mill about, hoping Lillian would come back. The initial vibe of the group was easy and welcoming, so he didn’t mind hanging out. 

In between songs Kevin asked, “So, like, what do you do, G? You live around here?” 

Gabriel answered that he did and said that he lived in an apartment just up the street. “I’m an artist; mostly painting, pen and ink, some mixed media. I have some stuff in various galleries around town, but mainly I show at Nightshade over at 6th & Madison.”

“Oh, I know that place! The lady that runs it is the coolest!” Sasha chimed in. “I’ve shown some stuff there before and she’s really sweet.”

“Aye, Marie is the best,” Gabriel replied. “She was one of the first friends I made when I came to town and she’s been more than generous with me. Sort of acts like my mother at times, but I don’t mind.”

They began to discuss who they knew in town and where everyone had shown their art. Gabriel soon realized he was in a real artistic group, not just a bunch of strange looking kids. Then the discussion took off in another direction about gallery owners – the good, the bad, and the kooky, and he couldn't help but think that it felt good to be in a group of people again, even just for a little while.

*******
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IN ANOTHER PART OF the crowd, Tara was having a hard time keeping up with Lillian. “What the hell, Lil? Are you trying to outrun me?” she exclaimed.

“I just need to walk,” Lillian answered, striding purposefully toward the far end of the park. The crowd was thinning out, and the farther they got from the stage, the sound of the band began to fade.

“Then walk, don’t run! For Pete’s sake, what the hell is the hurry? You’re obviously not really thirsty; we’ve passed two concession stands and a beer wagon and you haven’t stopped!” Tara was getting rather frustrated.

Lillian stopped abruptly and turned around. “Didn’t that guy freak you out a little bit?”

“Um, NO,” Tara looked at her like she was insane. “Unless you are usually afraid of really gorgeous guys, why would he? Did I miss a sign over his head that said ‘serial killer’ or something?”

“Well, no...” It was hard for Lillian to put into words. “It was like he looked into me. Through me almost. It was weird.”

She had opened her eyes to see Kevin and an incredible looking stranger kneeling down at the edge of their blanket. Unruly dark curls brushed the tops of his ears and eyebrows, and looked as if he or someone else had recently run their fingers through them... piercing blue eyes rimmed with heavy lashes crinkled at the edges with mischief... pale, chiseled and striking features, almost like a sculpture... The faint grin he shot her way when Kevin introduced them had made her feel like her skin was on fire. At that moment she had to move. She couldn’t have stayed there with him looking at her like that.

“Okay, you are seriously flipping out on me, Lil. Paranoid much? I know it's been a long time since you’ve put yourself out there, but I gotta tell you, he was looking at you like that because he is interested! As in, he thinks YOU are the hot one. It was really obvious to everybody sitting there... obvious to everyone but you, of course.” Tara said, exasperated. “Can we grab a Coke and go back now? We’re so far down I can barely hear the band!”

Lillian nodded reluctantly. Tara linked arms with her and steered her back through the park. “It is normal to be nervous. I know it'll be scary to open yourself up again. But I’m not asking you to go on a date. I just think it might be nice to start with a simple conversation; especially if it’s with a guy that good looking!” 

Lillian stayed silent but didn’t put up a fight. She let herself be led along the sidewalk by her best friend, feeling like a dog. They stopped for that drink and then made their way back to the blanket. 

They sat down in the same spots they had left earlier and she still couldn’t look at him. She knew that he was staring at her, but if she met his eyes she would have to talk. Maybe she could just sit here for a while until she felt a little less nervous. Let everyone else handle the chit chat. A song or two later, she was beginning to calm down, and then suddenly Mr. Tall-dark-and-handsome decided to make his exit.

“Well, I’ve got to be going. Prior engagement and all that. Kevin, thanks for the invite. Nice to meet you all.” Gabriel rose to his feet. 

Everyone chimed in with their goodbyes and loose promises to catch up around town. Lillian looked at his back as he walked away and couldn’t help feeling relieved. It didn’t matter how good looking he was; she just wasn’t ready, not even for a conversation. Not yet. Especially not with someone who made her feel like that.

*******
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GABRIEL WALKED BACK through the gate of the thick concrete flood wall that separated the riverfront from downtown and lit a cigarette. What the hell just happened back there? What had he done to scare her so badly? She reacted to him like a spooked deer. Was it just the nature of what he was? He had always heard some people had a sense about these things, but he had met very few in his time.

As the two girls had come back to sit down, Gabriel had felt the apprehension roll in waves from Lillian. It was like standing next to a nervous horse: you didn’t dare try to get on it because you knew you would be instantly tossed. She wouldn’t meet his eyes or even look at him for more than a second, focusing instead on the dark waters of the river. And she didn’t join in the conversation, even when her friends mentioned her pottery. He had no idea why she was so wound up, but he knew his presence was making it worse. So he had decided the best course of action was to extract himself from the situation.

Didn’t matter. He had obviously let himself become entranced by a woman that he was never going to get any closer to. What in the world was it about her that was so compelling, anyway? Thousands of women had crossed his path over the last century and only a handful had grabbed his attention like that. Yes, she was attractive, but that wasn't all. There was definitely something else. Maybe it was all for the best; the most interesting ones usually turned out to be crazy anyway.

The crowd on the street was thinner than before, but he didn’t see anything else worth exploring. Might as well just head in before he got himself into another situation like last night. He was feeling jumpy again and all he needed was another mouthy punk to send him over the edge. He reached the door to his apartment building and crushed out his cigarette butt before opening it. 

At the top of the stairs there was a large package outside his door, the weekly delivery from Nick. The note on top said “Where’s my painting, you slack ass?” That made him smile a bit. Nick had become quite a good friend, and Gabriel had promised him a large painting for his new apartment as a thank you. It was far from finished, but Nick was impatient. He had a new girlfriend that he wanted to impress and thought a “real” piece of art in his apartment would help. Gabriel made a mental note to call him later.

The refrigerated box needed to be taken inside, and he busied himself for a while with emptying the contents and storing them. He fixed himself a glass and then sat down to flip channels, his mood completely soured now. Didn’t want to paint and he didn’t want to be around anyone... maybe he could find a really bad movie and get distracted.

*******
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AS THE GROUP WATCHED Gabriel walk away, they all immediately turned and looked at Lillian.

“Are you happy now?” Tara asked with a surly tone.

“Actually, yes I am. Tonight is just not the night.” Lillian said briskly. “And look: he left, so he obviously wasn’t all that interested. The problem solved itself.”

“He left because you, the one person over here that he really DID want to talk to, were treating him like he had leprosy! Geez, Lil, I don’t know what to do with you.” Tara just shook her head. Lillian ignored her and stood up again.

“Where are you going now?” Tara asked with exasperation.

“Well, Mom, I’m going to get a beer. That is, if I’m allowed to,” Lillian answered sarcastically. Tara rolled her eyes and Lillian stuck out her tongue before heading for the Bud cart.

Two beers and several songs later, Lillian clapped for the band as they said goodnight to the crowd. Her head was slightly fuzzy, but she felt much better than she had earlier so that was a start. People were beginning to pick up their lawn chairs and pack up for the evening, so she stood up and began to gather the group’s blanket. 

“I wonder where that Gabriel guy went? We should have gotten his number at least,” Sasha said to no one in particular. “He seemed really cool to hang out with. I want to go over to Nightshade and check out some of his work.”

“I don’t know what your problem is Lillian. If a guy like that had so much as looked at me for more than five seconds, I wouldn’t have let him EVER walk away from me,” Lizzie said with a crack of her gum. Tara shot her a death look as Lillian just went on pretending everyone didn’t exist. 

“So what’s the plan now? Where’s everybody going?” Sasha asked. 

“I’ve gotta work tomorrow,” TJ said. “So I’m out.” 

“Me too,” echoed RaeAnn. “See y'all later”

“I think I want to just go home and crash, what do you think?” Paul asked, looking at Sasha. They had been a couple for over a year and shared a house up on Jefferson Street, on the edge of downtown. Paul was an accountant, a strange contrast to Sasha’s artsy life, but they seemed to work well together. 

“If we aren’t missing anything exciting, I could always use extra sleep.” she answered.

With a wave, four out of eight were gone. “Awwww, I want to go out!” Lizzie whined. “Won’t somebody go down to the bar with me, please?” 

Tara knew she couldn’t stand to listen to Lizzie one more second and said that she was going home. Kevin said he would walk with her, considering they were roommates. He said he had an unfinished video game calling his name back at the house anyway.

“Come on Lil, you’re my last chance!” Lizzie tugged on her arm. “It’ll be fun! And maybe you’ll meet another hot guy! If you don’t want the next one, I’m scooping him up for myself!”

“Alright!” Lillian snapped. “I’ll go. But don’t expect me to stay all night or to baby-sit you when you get wasted. Okay?” She handed Tara the blanket with a sigh.“See you guys at home.”  Tara gave her a warning look, but Lizzie just smiled and dragged Lillian towards the opening in the flood wall.

They made their way up the street, Riverfront Park spitting its occupants back out into the parking lot as everyone left for the night. Broadway was still blocked off and people wandered back and forth, making the sidewalks irrelevant as Lizzie chattered on like a magpie about some guy she had met at work that said he would be “out tonight” and to look for him. Lillian wasn’t really feeling up to this. One drink, she said to herself, and then she was bailing.

They threaded their way through the thinning crowd up Broadway for a few blocks and opened the door to Jeremiah’s, where the noise and smoke hit them in the face like a train. The band was beyond loud and there was hardly room to move. It was as if half of the riverfront had moved the party in there. Squeals emanated from Lizzie when they finally squeezed up to the bar: she knew the bartender (of course) and sure enough, leaning right there on the edge, there was the guy she had been hoping to see. He was a run of the mill, Abercrombie-wearing, private college type. Hair just shaggy enough and jeans just ripped enough to annoy his country club parents; skin a little too perfect, hair a little too gelled, brain a little too nonexistent. Lillian could never understand why a creative, talented girl like Lizzie gravitated towards these shallow creatures. 

Sure enough, Mr. Abercrombie had a friend with him and Lizzie shoved Lillian practically in his face so they could occupy each other while she giggled and canoodled behind them. The friend's name was Joe and he had a neck that was about the circumference of her upper thigh. In less than five minutes, it was determined that they had absolutely nothing in common other than being residents of the same planet, and even that was debatable, so after a bit of forced politeness, Joe escaped to the men’s room and Lillian was free to concentrate on her whiskey and coke in peace. 

Three drinks later (or was it more than that?) Lizzie and the boy toy had magically disappeared, Joe had never returned, and the bar was starting to clear out. Lillian never intended to stay that long, but with each sip the burn seemed to dull things slightly. Maybe she would stay for one more. By the time she paid her tab and staggered out the door, everything was blending into a lovely soft-edged blur and she didn’t really feel anything at all. That was nice.

In her drunken logic, she decided she needed to head for the corner of Broadway and 2nd. She never went down that piece of sidewalk, but for some reason tonight she had to see his name. Stumbling down the street, she made it through the first few blocks fine, but then she rounded the corner and began to look, and after a few steps it became clear that walking while bent over was not a good plan following that many drinks. She leaned back against a light pole to try and stop her head from spinning. Maybe she just needed to sit down for a second. She sank to the ground and felt a bit steadier. It was close; she just had to get to it... She sat there, tracing his name in the brick with her finger, her heart  breaking all over again. Soon the tears and the whiskey made it impossible to focus anymore and everything went black.

*******
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GABRIEL’S PHONE JOLTED him out of his television hypnosis with a start: it was Nick. “Hey man, you get your box?”

“Yeah, thanks as always, my friend,” Gabriel said. “And you can kiss my ass with that note. You know you can’t rush good art!”

“Who said I wanted good art, man? I thought YOU were doing the painting!” Nick laughed at his own joke.

“Very funny, asshole.” Gabriel got up to pace around the room as he talked. “What are you up to tonight?”

“Amanda gets off work in an hour so I’m going to swing by the hospital and pick her up. Probably just come back here.”  Nick’s voice faded as Gabriel looked out the window. He wasn’t paying attention anymore. There was a girl on the sidewalk, staggering around the corner. She was alone, obviously drunk, and it was almost two a.m. Wait, he knew who that was...

“Hey man, let me call you tomorrow. I’ve gotta handle something.” Gabriel said, interrupting him. He locked the phone and looked back out the window. She was leaning on the lamppost now and he could see her more clearly. It was Lillian and he knew she was in trouble.

He practically jumped down the stairs and made his way as fast as he could inconspicuously across the almost empty street. By the time he got halfway, she was on her hands and knees crawling along the sidewalk. What in the hell was she doing? 

“Lillian!” he called. No sign of recognition at all. Damn. She didn’t hear him or at least didn’t show it. She stopped and seemed to be looking at something for a minute, then right as he reached her she collapsed.  He caught her head just before it hit the bricks.

“Lillian? Lillian, are you alright?” He rolled her over in his arms. Her mascara streaked down her cheeks, diluted by tears. “Lillian! Talk to me, sweetheart.  Come on now...” He tried to sit her up, but her head just rolled to the side and her body slumped with a spine that was no better than a noodle. She was completely out. He held her up and put his hand to the side of her face, patting her cheek slightly. The whimper that resulted proved there was whiskey on her breath. This was not good. They needed to get off the sidewalk. “Okay, that’s it, love. Off we go.”

Gabriel stood up and lifted her underneath her arms, put one arm around her back to support her and threw her left arm over his shoulders. She really wasn’t much help, but he thought it better to make it look like she was walking somewhat on her own. It would attract less attention even though there were very few people out at two o’clock in the morning. They were about to cross the street when a middle aged man getting in his car stopped to look at the awkward pair.  

“Son, is she alright? You need some help gettin’ her somewhere?” he called out. 

“I think I’ve got her,” Gabriel answered. “She just had a little too much Friday night.” He laughed a little to try and make it seem like no big deal. 

“Okay, then. Have a good eve'nin!” and with a wave got into his car. 

They reached the door to his building and he decided to pick her all the way up. She could barely move her feet, much less navigate two flights of stairs. Besides, no one was watching now and it didn’t matter. Her body was limp like a rag doll and she would never remember any of what was happening, so he just tried not to clock her head on anything as he made his way up the narrow staircase.

Managing the door was a little tricky, but he finally got in and deposited her on the couch. She was shaking slightly so he took off her sandals and her shoulder bag and covered her with a blanket. He could hear her pulse and knew it was steady, and her breathing was a little ragged but fairly regular. Her skin was a bit clammy and she seemed much paler than when he saw her earlier. A little concerned and very much out of practice dealing with this sort of thing, he pulled out his phone. 

“5 North nurses’ station, this is Alicia.” A crisp, cheerful voice answered once he had navigated the hospital operator. Alicia was an old friend who was one of the reasons Gabriel came to this town. He had known her back in Chicago, in another lifetime as she liked to call it. She had turned her life around and was now a pediatric nurse at Western Baptist Hospital, claiming that working with kids helped quell her unfulfilled maternal urges.

“Alicia, it’s Gabriel. Glad you answered. Got a minute?” 

“Sure, what’s up?”

He gave her the short version of the situation and listed Lillian’s vitals and outward signs and symptoms. “I just don’t know exactly what to do. I’m sure I did this to myself plenty of times back in the day, but I don’t remember enough about a human’s reaction to alcohol. Plus, I have no idea how much she drank. I’m worried she might have alcohol poisoning.”

“Gabriel, you have to stop bringing home strays!” Alicia chided him. “But since she’s already there, just watch her closely and monitor her breathing. If it gets irregular or if her heart rate slows too much, or if she doesn’t come around in a couple of hours, bring her into the ER. She should be awake before sunrise. Beyond that, all you can do is manage her discomfort. When she does wake up, she’s probably going to be VERY sick and VERY miserable. Have a trash can ready.”

He thanked her for her help and turned his attention back to the unconscious Lillian. He propped her head up on a few pillows, straightened her blanket and grabbed a small wastebasket, just in case. Then he settled into the chair, picked up a book and began his wait for her to wake up.

*******
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LILLIAN’S EYES FLUTTERED open with eyelids that felt ten inches thick. The last thing she remembered was the bar and she obviously wasn’t there anymore. Her heart started to race with panic and she tried to sit up, but her head swam so violently that she fell back against the pillows. She was in someone’s house, at least that’s what she thought, but she had no idea whose house it was. Crap, she must have gone home with someone. She was feeling around to make sure she still had her clothes on and see where she was lying when she heard the voice. 

“Well, hello there. I was beginning to think you would never wake up.” A soft and deep but slightly familiar sound greeted her ears. That accent... She blinked some more and managed to look across the room at what she suddenly realized was the guy from the river, the one that had wigged her out. Oh my God, he has drugged me and kidnapped me and now I'm going to die a horrible death! She jerked herself up and tried to stand, but the room spun like a Tilt-a-Whirl and she fell. He caught her and let her gently back down to the couch, sitting her up this time.

“Hey, calm down! Remember me? Gabriel?” he asked and she drew back from his hand as best she could. “That’s fair; I know you are a little freaked out, wondering how you got here. Trust me; you’re safe, I promise. A lot safer than when you were passed out on 2nd Avenue.”

She started to answer and was suddenly overwhelmed with the urge to throw up, clamping her hand over her mouth. He apparently recognized the look and helped her up, walking her quickly to what she assumed was the bathroom. Her focusing ability was still a little sketchy and the furniture was nothing but blurry patches of color as they rushed by.

“Take your time; just yell or bang on the door if you need something,” he said as she pretty much slammed the door in his face. She collapsed onto the floor in front of the toilet just in time for her entire evening to make its reappearance. Not once, but several times, until her stomach had nothing left to give.

Afterward she leaned her head on the side of the bathtub, the cool and smooth surface somehow helping her calm down. With her cheek pressed onto the porcelain she looked around the room: the counter held one toothbrush, some mouthwash, a couple of watches... nothing that signified a woman living in the house or even another person. The decor was rather simple, definitely masculine. Nice towels, a soft sage green and fairly new looking, bamboo accents and a tan shower curtain. No outward signs that he was a sick, twisted psycho killer or anything. But what exactly did a sociopath's bathroom look like, anyway? After a few minutes, there came a knock on the door. 

“Lillian? Are you okay in there? Still in the land of the living?” Gabriel called through the door.

“Yeah,” she answered, her throat raspy from all the vomiting. “Still here.” Her head was clearing and she finally had the wherewithal to feel embarrassed that she had just thrown up her guts in this stranger’s bathroom. 

“Can I come in?” he asked tentatively.

“Sure,” she answered. What was she going to do now? It wasn’t like she could impress him at this point even if she had wanted to. Her humiliation was complete. She might as well just sit on his bathroom floor and deal with whatever came next. Her head hurt and she wanted to go to bed.

He opened the door and stepped carefully inside before placing one hand on the counter to squat down to her level as she sat leaned up against the wall. Tara was right: he was absolutely gorgeous, and without that baggy button up she could see his very muscular chest in the soft T-shirt.... damn it Lillian, quit that. She still had enough alcohol in her system that she knew her judgment was a little suspect at this point. His face was kind, though, and she didn’t know if it was the whiskey or the total exhaustion that was threatening to overtake her, but she didn’t feel nervous around him anymore.

“I know you feel pretty terrible right now and I’m sure the smell of all that smoke on your clothes and hair isn’t helping. Why don’t I get out of your way and let you take a dip in the bath? I’ve got a perfectly good bathrobe hanging right there on the back of the door, and after you get out we can pop your clothes in the dryer with a damp towel and a dryer sheet, just to freshen them up a bit.” He must have noticed the suspicion in her eyes, because he hastily continued.

“Listen, I have no interest in trying to take advantage of you, because frankly, you look like hell and I suspect you would vomit on me.” His eyes twinkled as he grinned and she couldn’t help but give him a half smile back. “I’m just going to reach over here past you and turn on the water.” As he did, she unintentionally stared at the muscles in his left arm. Seemed to be in awfully good shape for an artist. Thankfully he didn’t notice her staring, but she figured she must look pretty whacked out in general. “Do you need some help? I mean, like I said, not trying to take advantage, but I don’t want you killing yourself in my bathroom because I let you fall and crack your skull.”

“No, I think I’ve got it now,” she mumbled. “I’m good.”

“Okay then, I’ll just be right out here in the living room. The towels on the rack are clean so use as many as you want. You are welcome to anything you find in here. Yell if you need anything else.” And with that he gave a little wave and backed out of the room. 

She was alone again. The wonderful thought of a hot bath outweighed the awkwardness of where it was located, so she stripped down and crawled, literally, over the edge of the porcelain. There was a small bar of green soap on the outside corner of the tub that looked as if no one had ever used it. It smelled nice, like sweet grass, and reminded her of summers at her grandparents’ house; screen-door kitchen, fresh vegetables and sheets dried in the sunshine. She looked around as the water was filling up and saw a bottle of combination shampoo/conditioner and a bar of manly looking plain soap on a caddy hanging from the shower head. That green soap was definitely not his everyday scrub.

She stuck the bar under the faucet for a minute and the earthy scent filled the room as the water rose. The grassy soap and the hot water felt soothing, healing almost.  With the faucet turned off, soaking was quite peaceful. Steam rose from the water’s surface and made the air look hazy. Once she was sure she felt steady enough that she wouldn’t drown, she sank down and rinsed her hair a few times, just to lessen the disgusting smell of the bar that clung to her. She sat back up and leaned her head back onto the wall and closed her eyes. Her head throbbed and her stomach churned, but in the water she felt calm and somewhat serene.

She didn’t know how long she sat there, or if she might have even passed out or fallen asleep, but when she opened her eyes the steam was no longer rising. The water was cooling and her fingers were getting all wrinkly, so she figured she might as well get out. Opening the drain, she lifted herself up and onto the edge of the tub where she sat for a minute to get her bearings. The hot water and steam had made her a little lightheaded. 

She managed to stand up, a little shaky but not too bad, dry herself off and grab the terry-cloth bathrobe from the back of the door. There was a wide-toothed comb on the counter and she picked it up to comb out her hair while it was still wet, then immediately washed it before returning it to its home next to the toothbrush cup. A little mouthwash into her hand and a rinse got the vomit taste out of her mouth, and that was instantly better. Just that taste had been enough to make her want to throw up again. She looked into the mirror and tried her best to wipe the remaining makeup from around her eyes with some toilet paper. Almost human now. Guess it was time to go out and face her host. Lillian folded her towel neatly on the edge of the tub, gathered her clothes and opened the door. 

She walked out of the bathroom slowly – fast movements still made her dizzy – and found herself in a narrow dark hallway. To her left, the hall opened up into the main space which she vaguely remembered from earlier. She walked toward it and saw what appeared to be a studio apartment. On the right was a bedroom area, raised on a slight platform of hardwood, with the half of the room closest to her holding a large bed, night stand, dresser and armoire; the front half of the room had three windows and held what she presumed was his art studio with two easels, a cabinet, a table strewn with papers and drawing supplies, canvases leaned against the side of the cabinet and a large jar of brushes on top of it. That entire area was dark other than the light of the streetlights through the windows.

To her left was the kitchen, a narrow area separated from the living room only by a bar counter. The light was fairly dim, but she could see a granite counter top and stainless steel sink. The refrigerator was stainless, too, as was the microwave set above the stove. Tiny cone-shaped blue lights hung above the bar by stainless fixtures. As she walked to the living room, she noticed there were two bar stools on the opposite side of the counter.  The living room had a large rug of what she thought were browns and greens, a low dark wood coffee table, and a tan couch with green pillows. There were a few other pieces, what looked like an antique bookcase and sideboard, and several lamps. It was difficult to see too much detail in the low light. The windows were framed by thick tan curtains and were currently open with the summer night air drifting in as a dark wood fan overhead circulated gently.

“I was starting to think you had slipped down the drain.” Gabriel stood up from an oversized green chair near the windows and set a book down on the coffee table. He gave Lillian a soft smile as she stood there in his bathrobe, and she felt incredibly tiny, swallowed up by all that fabric. Her hair hung wet around her shoulders and she clutched her bundle of clothes protectively.

“Here, let me take those,” he said, reaching for the laundry in her hands. She handed it to him and folded her arms. “Why don’t you sit down on the couch? There’s a blanket over there and a cup of hot tea for you on the table. It’s chamomile and mint. My mother used to make it for us when we were kids, and it should help settle your stomach.” 

Without a word, Lillian curled up on the couch and wrapped the blanket around her. The tea was warm in her hands and smelled nice. She sipped it slightly, watching Gabriel walk down the hall with her clothes. The washer and dryer was back there somewhere, right? She had to tell the paranoid half of her brain to shut up. He most likely wasn’t some pervert that was going to destroy her clothes and leave her with nothing but a bathrobe. He returned momentarily and walked to the kitchen. 

“How’s the tea? Need more honey?” he asked. “I didn’t really know how sweet you liked it, but I didn’t want to overdo it. Do you want some crackers or something to go with it?”

“It’s good,” she said. Her voice was still raspy. “I think I’ll skip the crackers for now.” Her head still throbbed, but the tea and the blanket made her feel cozy and somewhat comfortable. “I may have used too much of your green soap. I’ll be glad to replace it for you.”

“Are you kidding? I only bought that soap because the lady at Linens and Things said it matched my towels. No one has used it in the year I’ve had it in there. You are welcome to it.” There was an odd pause as he studied her for a moment. “Anyway, I hope you don’t mind the windows open,” he said, as he walked back to the living room with a glass in his hand that looked like it held coke with no ice. “I thought it best to get a little fresh air in here for you. I’m here all the time by myself so my smoke and paint fumes don’t really bother me, but I figured they wouldn’t help you any right now.”

“I like the way the night air smells,” she said, inhaling deeply. “It’s fine, thanks.” 

“You probably want to know how you got here,” Gabriel said, settling back into the green chair. “What is the last thing you remember? Before waking up on my couch, I mean.”

“Well,” she said slowly, “I remember being at the bar and paying my tab. Then I walked out the door and that’s where it sort of fades off.”

“I can’t tell you what you did immediately after that,” he said, “but I can tell you that I was standing by that window talking on the phone and I saw you come around the corner of Broadway and 2nd. I knew when I saw you alone and staggering at two o’clock in the morning that nothing good could come of it. You leaned against that second light pole and then just sat down on the ground. By the time I got downstairs and across the street, you had crawled along the sidewalk to the middle, and right as I reached you, you passed out cold. I would have taken you home, but I don’t know where you live. I didn’t really know what else to do, so I brought you back here.”

“So where are we, exactly?” she asked, trying not to focus on the horror of being found passed out on a sidewalk, or the embarrassment of her rescue and subsequent vomiting. “We must be close to 2nd if you could see me from the window.”

“You know the comic book store on Broadway? The one next to the ice cream shop on the corner of 2nd, before you get to Maiden Alley?” She nodded at him. “This apartment is on the third story of that building,” he said. “The guy that owns the comic store lives on the second floor. I have stairs that come in from the front and there is a small balcony off the back with a wrought iron staircase that leads down to a parking area back there.”

“I know that parking lot,” Lillian said. “Kevin came to a party over here once; the comic guys threw it for some reason. It was a cookout or something last summer, I think. It’s really nice in here, by the way.” She looked around appreciatively.

“Thank you. Well, that’s where you are,” he said with another small smile. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

Lillian sipped her tea for a moment. The silence was a little awkward. She finally asked, “Why did you help me out there? I wasn’t exactly friendly to you earlier.”

“I’m not the kind of guy to let a woman who has obviously had too much to drink pass out on a public street and leave herself vulnerable to all kinds of nasties. I don’t care who she is or how unkind she has been.” He seemed to bristle a bit at the fact she questioned him. “Your friends were very welcoming, though, and even though you weren’t, it’s not like I had formed some grudge against you. Rather the contrary, actually. You seemed the most interesting of the bunch in my opinion.”

She felt a slight blush creep into her cheeks, so she ducked behind her hair for a sip of tea. 

“Now it may be none of my business,” he continued, “but what in the world took you from that lovely group of people to the sidewalk, alone and obliterated in the middle of the night?” Lillian stared off into space for a moment. A look of pain crossed her face, and Gabriel instantly regretted asking. “I’m sorry,” he apologized hastily. “I shouldn’t have...”

“No,” she interrupted him. “You deserve an explanation. You have gone above and beyond common decency. But once I start talking, please don’t interrupt and please don’t ask questions. It will be all I can do to get it out.” Gabriel nodded in response and she began telling her story.


It was about three years ago, and Lillian was a graduate student at Murray State in nearby Murray, Kentucky, about one hour from Paducah. She was pursuing a master’s degree in art and living off campus in an apartment with her fiancé, Travis, whom she had begun dating in her second year of college. He was a paramedic and was in school to become a Physician’s Assistant specializing in emergency medicine. He worked for the Murray-Calloway County Hospital’s ambulance service and she worked part-time at the school library. They were planning to be married as soon as he graduated the following May. 

One night in early November, Travis was working an accident on the Purchase Parkway, right outside of Fulton. It was a multiple car pileup, and they had called in emergency crews from three different local hospitals. It was a rainy night and visibility was limited. One lane of traffic was open, and while most cars slowed down, some did not. Travis stepped out from between two of the wrecked vehicles and was clipped by an oncoming car, thrown several feet into the existing wreckage, his neck instantly broken. He never made it to the hospital alive.

After that, Lillian fell into a huge depression. For the better part of two months she said very, very little. She barely ate, barely slept, and totally quit taking care of herself. Her family withdrew her from school and moved her back in with her parents in Mayfield. There she spent her days staring out the windows of their living room, watching the horses in the fields surrounding their farmhouse.  Her friends from college and from high school came by to visit, but she barely acknowledged their presence in the room. Her family tried everything to coax her out of her shell, even dragging her to two different therapists. But she wouldn’t talk to them either. She just stared. They called it “severe depression with catatonic features” and suggested her parents commit her temporarily. They couldn’t bear the thought of that and instead took her home. 

Gradually her words returned after the holidays passed, but she was a ghost of her former self. She had no interest in returning to school; she couldn’t bear to think of going back to Murray without Travis. One cold day in February, her father took her out to his workshop in the back of the house. He had set up a table and work area for her, arranging all of her art supplies and even buying her fresh clay and borrowing a potter's wheel from another local artist. He never said a word, just led her to the chair and left her there, shutting the door behind him. That day she began to create again.

Her mother would take her dried pieces to the nearby high school, where Lillian’s old art teacher would fire them in the kiln. She would then take them back for subsequent firings whenever they were painted or glazed. The art seemed to bring back Lillian’s soul, although those early pieces reflected her desolation. 

Once she had built up a small collection, her father suggested they take a few pieces to the Lowertown Art District in Paducah, to see if there were galleries interested in her work. She rode with him into town and they found three different galleries willing to take some of her pieces. They all sold quickly and the gallery owners were soon asking for more. 

By the end of that year, Lillian’s art was flowing full stream again. She wasn’t the same person she was before she had lost Travis, but she was healing and she knew that would take time. She had reconnected with friends and decided to renovate one of the old homes in the Lowertown district for use as a studio, gallery and living space. She got a loan through the city of Paducah’s artist relocation program, and before she knew it, she owned a restored Victorian on Madison, right in the heart of the arts district. The first floor held gallery and studio space for her and her roommates. They showed mostly their own work, but they took occasional pieces from other artists as well, mainly friends. 

On the one year anniversary of Travis’s death, Lillian had purchased a memorial brick to be placed in the sidewalk on 2nd Avenue with Travis’s name. She rarely went by that piece of sidewalk, and had actually only seen the brick once since she had it placed. Once, that is, until tonight. 
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“SO THAT’S MY STORY,” she said with a big sigh. She knew he could probably see the glimmer of tears on her cheeks, despite her attempts to hide behind her curtain of hair. He silently walked to the bathroom and came back with some tissue, handing it to her. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

“You really didn’t have to tell me all of that,” he said softly. “You have gone through an incredible amount of pain. No need to relive it just because I got you out of a tight spot.”

“Yes, yes I did,” she insisted. “You needed to know why I was drunk and crying over a piece of sidewalk. I also owed you an explanation of why I treated you so poorly at the river earlier, too. I haven’t been out much in the past three years, not without my little circle. And I haven’t been open to meeting anyone new... certainly not men. It was unfair and rude for me to be so skittish with you. ” 

“Unfair, maybe, but understandable,” he answered. “Life’s unfair; I’m pretty used to that by now.” He looked at her intently for a long minute. “You are an incredible person, Lillian, to have survived all of that, to have risen to what you are now.”

“What am I now?” she asked, incredulous. “Half drunk on some guy’s couch that I barely know, wearing nothing but his bathrobe because he found me passed out on the sidewalk? Yeah, that sounds like I’m doing really well.” 

The venom in her voice hung in the air, but he didn't give it recognition, focusing instead on the quiet night outside the window as he stared past the curtains. He lit a cigarette and took a drag, holding it afterward in his left hand so most of the smoke went out through the screen, saying nothing as he watched the smoke rise.

Lillian felt bad almost immediately for being so harsh with him. He wasn’t what she was angry at. She owed this guy so much for rescuing her off the street; it wasn’t even remotely fair to blast him over her own bad judgment.

“I’m sorry,” she began again. “I just don’t ever talk about this with anyone. I never have. All of my friends and family lived through it with me and they knew I never wanted to talk, so they quit trying. I’m so thankful for what you did. It’s just that...”

“Stop right there,” he interrupted, still looking out the window. “You don’t owe me anything. Not an explanation, not an apology, nothing. I did what I did for you tonight because I wanted to. That’s simply it.” Lillian just looked at him blankly, not knowing what to say. “You are still very hurt and very angry about what happened to your fiancé and you have a right to feel that way,” he continued. “The pain over loss of a love never fades, no matter what people say. That doesn’t mean you can’t find happiness again, but nothing will ever erase that.”

He took another drag off his cigarette, blew it out, and turned to face her directly. “I won’t lie; I came over to sit down with your friends tonight because I wanted to see you. You are absolutely beautiful, Lillian, and you mesmerized me. But you are obviously not ready to hear that, and that’s perfectly fine! That’s why I backed off and left you to your evening. I then helped you off the street because that is part of who I am: I can’t stand by and watch people harm themselves. I didn’t do it because I wanted to ingratiate myself to you. You owe me nothing. I am content to be a good Samaritan in the night, and possibly one day call myself your friend if you so desire. Beyond that, nothing else matters right now.”

Lillian looked down and swirled the last of her tea in the bottom of her cup. If she looked up at him she would burst into tears. That was a pretty heavy speech.

“Enough of all this chit chat,” Gabriel said briskly, standing up and putting out his cigarette. “Would you like some more tea?”

“Um, no, I don’t think so,” she said quietly. “Do you happen to know what time it is?” Was he angry? She couldn't quite tell.

“It’s about five thirty,” he said. “And the sun should be rising any minute. So if you don’t mind I’m going to close the windows and turn on the air. It can get pretty blasted hot in here during the day if you don’t draw the shades.” Lillian nodded in agreement. “How are you feeling?” he asked more gently, taking her teacup and his glass to the kitchen. No, he wasn't angry.

“Really, really tired,” she said. “And a little dizzy when I move my head around.”

“Sounds like you need some rest before you go anywhere. I’m going to get your clothes out and hang them in the bathroom. Your sandals and your bag are right next to you on the floor, in case you didn’t notice,” he pointed out. “I’m obviously a night person, but I’m getting pretty tired myself. If you don’t mind, let’s both get some rest and see how you feel later on. I promise I won’t do anything weird while you are asleep.” 

Lillian smiled weakly. “I think I can probably trust you by now. At least a little bit,” she said sarcastically.

He shot her a look over his shoulder as he closed the windows and the shades. “Well, you know where you are, so if you happen to wake up before I do, don’t feel obligated to stay. Like I said, you don’t owe me anything. Just lock the door behind you if you leave. That’s all I ask, okay?”

“Deal,” she said, and settled back into the pillows, curling up onto her side. Gabriel returned in a minute with a puffy down blanket for her. 

“It gets a little chilly in here at night with the air on,” he said. He covered her with the second blanket and stepped back. She thanked him, but by now she could barely hold her eyes open. 

“Goodnight, fair Lillian,” he whispered, but she was asleep before he even got the words out.
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Chapter 2
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When Lillian first woke, she once again had no idea where she was. Soon, the fog of sleep lifted a little and she remembered: Gabriel. She looked across the apartment and could barely see his tangle of dark hair on the pillows of his bed. She sat up slowly and discovered that her head didn’t feel half as bad as she expected it to. Her mouth was dry as cotton and every muscle in her body ached, but she no longer felt like she could vomit at any second.

She quietly made her way to the bathroom with her bag in one hand and her sandals in the other, and once inside she traded Gabriel’s bathrobe for her clothes, which he had hung on the door as promised. She pulled her cell phone out of her bag to check the time – it was twelve thirty! Oh well; not like she had any place to be. Then she discovered that she had left her ringer off from last night’s concert in the park; Tara had called three times, and Lizzie had called once. Tara twice late last night and both called once each this morning. She didn’t feel like even listening to the voice mails right now, and she didn’t relish the thought of explaining. Maybe she shouldn’t even bother trying. She sent a quick text to Tara with an “I’m okay, just had to do some thinking. Be home later.” Maybe that would hold her off for a while. Lizzie wasn't even an issue. She could always claim she had been ignoring her.

She dropped her phone into her bag and pulled out her hairbrush. Owww.  Her hair was as dry as straw from the rinse in last night’s bath with soap and no conditioner, so she pulled it up in a quick bun. Thankfully she had some sunglasses in there, too, so she could face the July midday with a little less pain. She swiped a little more of Gabriel’s mouthwash, dabbed on a little essential oil and some lip gloss from her bag and headed out, sandals in hand. She really hoped to get out the door without waking him. 

She slipped barefoot across the wood floor and carefully unlocked the door. With one last look at Gabriel’s sleeping form, she scooted out and pulled the door shut behind her. Checking the knob to make sure she had locked it, she then paused at the top of the stairs to put on her sandals before heading down. 

Once she reached the sidewalk, the heat and sun blasted her in the face like opening a hot oven. It made her head hurt even worse. The street was busy with an antique car show in the parking lot facing the building and shoppers moving up and down on Saturday afternoon. She made a quick turn into the neighboring ice cream parlor and grabbed a tall lemonade before walking to the trolley stop.

The trolley was nowhere in sight, but it came through every 30 minutes, so she was sure it wasn’t far away. Lillian decided to go over and stroll through the old cars, sipping her lemonade and keeping an eye up the street. Pretty soon the trolley rolled up and she was inside and comfortable, on her way home. The ride gave her time to think. What possessed her to start drinking like that last night? She knew better than that. It was just the way Gabriel had looked at her down at the river... no one had done that in a long time. It had made her heart ache, crystallizing how lonely she felt deep inside. She wasn’t usually a hard drinker, though. A little socially, a drink or two here or there at home, but wow... last night she really went all out. She was probably lucky not to have ended up in the ER. 

She sat back and enjoyed the scenery and the downtown shoppers as they climbed on and off. Kids were always fun to watch because the trolley was much cooler than a regular old bus, and their excitement brought a smile to her very tired face. After making it around the loop through the shops and restored historic homes, she reached her stop. When she got to the house, she tried to slip in the back door as quietly as possible, but sure enough, there was Kevin in the kitchen, as always.
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