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It was supposed to be a nice day for a walk.
It had been unusually warm for May during the week, but Saturday
afternoon was a beautiful, breezy, perfect temperature. Ella felt
like getting out of the house. She felt like walking around town
looking at anything that would make her think of anything besides
the one person she’d been spending way too much time thinking
about.

There was plenty to see on Main Street,
plenty to think about. A deliciously charred aroma filled the air
in front of Burger Brothers. Something that looked like a very fun
class was visible through the large window of Joseph’s Gym. The
beat of whatever music was making kids and grownups alike jump
around in there thumped through the wall. Ella passed a man walking
a dog and two kids on bikes.

She stopped in front of a small shop called
Granny’s Shelf. A trinket in the window caught her eye. There were
a lot of glass objects on display, but the sun seemed to be
reflecting only off one, a small bunny. Ella studied the familiar
object. Her Grammy Sweet used to have something exactly like it in
her house. She remembered thinking it was pretty and feeling
special when her grandmother trusted her to hold it carefully.

Grammy Sweet had passed away when Ella was
in high school. Her parents had encouraged her to pick out a
memento from around the house before they boxed everything up to
sell after the funeral. Ella had thought the idea morbid at the
time and refused. Now, looking at the bunny in the window, she
wanted it. She regretted not keeping her grandmother’s, and this
one looked so much like it, she knew it would remind her every time
she looked at it.

Movement to her right caused Ella to look
that direction. A woman she didn’t know was jogging towards her.
Ella stepped closer to the window to give her room to pass. She
noticed someone behind the woman, someone still a block away,
someone she did recognize. Ella sucked in a nervous breath.
It didn’t appear that he’d spotted her.

The desire to examine that bunny grew much,
much stronger. Ella wasn’t hiding from anyone when she grabbed the
handle and yanked the door open. She just wanted a better look at
the bunny. She took a single step inside the store before she
froze. The absolute stillness of the place shocked her. There was
no music, no movement, only shelves and shelves of knickknacks.

Then an old woman with a bun appeared from
behind one of those shelves and smiled at Ella. “Can I help you
with something?”

“I… uh… There’s a bunny,” Ella stammered. “I
want to look at the bunny.”

“Go ahead, dear.” She nodded in the
direction of the bunny, apparently remembering which window had it
on display.

Ella walked around as quickly as she could
without breathing too heavily on all her fragile surroundings. She
found the item she’d been looking for and picked it up gingerly. It
was pretty. Tiny rainbows appeared and disappeared around her as
she moved it in the light. And when she set it on her palm, she
heard her grandmother’s strong alto singing “Amazing Grace,” which
had been her favorite hymn. Unfortunately, Ella realized she didn’t
have any money with her. She hadn’t intended to make any stops on
her walk.

She jumped when the door opened and clutched
the glass tighter. Thank goodness she hadn’t dropped it. It wasn’t
only the door that had surprised her. It was the man who opened it.
Had he seen her after all, or had this been his destination all
along?

“Hi, Sebastian.” The old woman greeted him
fondly. “How’s your mom? Is she recovered?”

“Yeah, she’s fine,” he said. “It was a
pretty mild cold. She just didn’t want to infect everyone at the
card club.”

“Well, we appreciate the concern even though
we missed her.” She smiled pleasantly. “What brings you in
today?”

Sebastian didn’t answer immediately.
Instead, the two of them turned simultaneously towards Ella. They
were both looking at her looking at them. Ella felt her face heat
up a few hundred degrees.

“Hi, Ella,” Sebastian said.

She managed to squeak out something that she
hoped sounded like hello.

Sebastian began to walk closer. “What’s
that?” he asked with a curious nod to her hand.

She’d forgotten about the glass bunny. Even
if she didn’t drop it, her sweaty hands were getting fingerprints
all over it. “A bunny,” she mumbled as she put it on the shelf. She
set it down gently, but the clink of glass on glass still seemed
very loud.

He cocked his head to look at it while he
was still a few paces away. “You’re not going to buy it?” His eyes
moved to Ella as he asked.

Why did he always do that? How did he do
that? Sebastian Jones had the most incredible eyes Ella had ever
seen. They were light brown, hazel some would say. It wasn’t the
color though, and it wasn’t the thick dark lashes around them
either. It was the way there always seemed to be a question behind
them. Ella could swear that his eyes were asking permission to look
at her, and it was the most unnervingly attractive thing. Every
time. She was so nervous she could barely form a coherent thought,
let alone get that thought out of her mouth.

“I, um, can’t. Not now,” she said. “I was
just walking. I saw… but I don’t… I didn’t bring my purse. I’ll,
uh…” She tried to look at the old woman instead. “I’ll have to come
back for it later.” Ella ducked her head and began walking. She
tried to pretend she wasn’t aware of Sebastian’s eyes following
her. Or the old woman telling him to send her regards to his mom.
Ella had taken two breaths of fresh air before she heard Sebastian
call out.

“Ella? Can I walk with you?”

She stopped but had trouble forming a
response to a yes or no question.

“It’s okay if you don’t want company,” he
said. “We just seem to be going the same way and all.”

She nodded because that was true. They were
going the same way. But why? Why hadn’t she gone the other way
because Sebastian seemed to take her nod as a yes. As in, yes, it
was okay to walk with her. She concentrated on getting one foot in
front of the other.

“Were you at the meeting last night?”

Ella nodded again. She was part of a young
adult study group at her church. That was how she knew Sebastian.
They’d both been attending the Friday meetings for almost a year.
She’d noticed his absence the previous night, more than noticed it.
She spent half the night watching the door and hoping he would come
through it. She spent the other half glad he didn’t.

“What was the topic?” he asked.

Great. That was something she couldn’t
answer with a simple head movement. Ella wasn’t sure why words were
giving her so much trouble. She’d actually been talking to
Sebastian a fair amount lately. She went to the meetings with her
best friend Ruth, who usually wanted to chat with her boyfriend for
a few minutes afterwards. Sebastian had taken to keeping Ella
company while she waited for Ruth. Running into him today was
unexpected though, and the surprise was throwing her off. “Hope,”
she said eventually.

“St. Hope?”

“No.” Ella tried to remember a few points
from the discussion, which as usual had been all over the place.
“Hope as in the virtue, how it’s not the same as optimism.”

“I’m sorry I missed that,” he said. “How is
it different?”

“It’s, um… it’s… Optimism is just positive
thinking and hope… hope is trusting God even if things don’t turn
out well, that he’ll still be there or… I mean, and that he’ll
maybe use the bad things for some good. Something like that.”

“Hmm. Here’s what I’m hoping….” Sebastian
let the sentence hang unfinished.

Ella chanced a sideways glance to see what
he was waiting for. Her eyes collided with that hesitant gaze. He
was waiting to see if she cared enough to ask what he was hoping.
“What?” she said.

Her eyes had already returned to the
sidewalk, but she saw the smile out of the corner of one. “I’m on
my way to get some ice cream. I’m hoping you might be willing to
join me.”

“I… uh…”

“Just a friendly gesture,” he added
quickly.

That let her release the breath she was
holding. “I guess so,” she said.

“Great.”

“Burger Brothers?” She pointed. The red
striped awning was right in front of them.

Sebastian was suddenly the one having word
trouble. “I…uh… I was thinking Ice Cream Shack.”

Ice Cream Shack was several blocks away.
“But Burger Brothers has ice cream,” she said. “And it’s right
here.”

He slowed his steps and studied the window.
“I… think… Ice Cream Shack has more options.”

“All right.” Ella didn’t think it was worth
arguing about. His choice was weird though because she got the
sense there was something he wasn’t saying. And it was just ice
cream.

They walked in silence for a block or so.
Ella was regretting agreeing to come with him. It was too tense
now, and she didn’t know what she’d done to make Sebastian clam up.
He usually did a lot more of the talking. How were they going to
get through a snack with no one saying anything?

“Ella?” Sebastian said. “I’m sorry.”

“Me, too.”

“You didn’t do anything.”

“Then why… What’s wrong?” Ella asked
timidly.

“I’m the one who needs to apologize.”

“It’s not a big deal,” she said. She didn’t
know why they were arguing about a nice offer of ice cream.

Sebastian shook his head. “I lied to you,
and I don’t want to lie to you.” He took a deep breath. “Ice Cream
Shack does have more options so I suppose it was more a lie of
omission, but… The truth is I avoid Burger Brothers when Luke is
working. He won’t serve me, and I don’t want to cause a scene.
Especially not with you there.”

Ella felt her eyes widen. She knew someone
who worked at Burger Brothers and said Luke had a short temper. She
still had a hard time believing he would go that far. She didn’t
know what to say. “I’ll… I’ll get cookies and cream.”

She sensed another smile even though she was
looking at the ground. Sebastian must have understood that she was
saying she’d get a flavor Burger Brothers didn’t have to justify
their destination. “Me, too,” he said. “That’s a good choice.”

“Oh, no. I… I don’t…” Ella remembered why
she couldn’t buy that bunny and why she wouldn’t be able to pay for
ice cream either.

“What’s wrong?” He stopped just ahead of her
and turned around.

“I still don’t have any money on me.”

He smiled again. He smiled a lot, and she
liked that. It felt encouraging, not mocking. “I meant it would be
my treat when I offered.”

“No, I… can’t let you do that.”

“It’ll only be a couple of dollars. Unless
you can eat one of those boat-sized…”

She was shaking her head before he finished
so he cut himself off. It wasn’t the amount of money. It was the
appearance. People would talk if it looked like she was dating
Sebastian Jones. In fact, people would talk if she was out in
public with him. This was already a bad idea.

He may have understood her concerns because
he nodded and took a small step backwards. Then he got an idea.
“Hey, I think it’s just after four.” He pulled a flip phone from
his pocket to verify the time. “Yeah, why don’t we go to church
instead?”

“What!? Church and ice cream are like apples
and oranges. Only not.” Ella knew it didn’t make sense even as she
said it.

Sebastian laughed. “Which one is the
oranges?”

“That’s not… I knew you weren’t comparing
them. I just… How do you go from wanting ice cream to wanting
church?”

“Well, church is free.” He shrugged. “And
they’re both something we could do right now. Then you can sleep in
tomorrow. Didn’t you say once that Saturday is your favorite day
because you get to sleep in?”

As trivial as it was, it still touched Ella
that Sebastian remembered something she’d said. She spent a lot of
time feeling invisible. “I’m not dressed for church,” she said.

“You look beau- uh, very church
appropriate.”

The back-pedaling was actually flattering.
He’d said enough that she knew his first thought. But he didn’t say
it because it might push the friendship boundaries. Her face was
pushing those boundaries though because she felt another blush,
especially when she unintentionally thought he looked pretty great
himself.

He was wearing jeans and a light blue
button-front shirt with short sleeves. The shirt was kind of
wrinkled and had a small tear at the hem so he wasn’t exactly
dressed up. The color looked great against his skin tone. His mom
was more fair so he must take after his dad, whom Ella had never
seen.

She was wearing a green sweater that she was
sure she’d worn to church in the past even if she hadn’t put it on
with that destination in mind this time. Her argument was weak.

And Sebastian knew it. “Come on,” he said.
He took a few slow steps and kept talking when she started moving.
“This will be crazy spontaneous, right? I bet you only go to church
on Saturday when you’re planning ahead for something unusual on
Sunday.”

Ella pressed her lips against a smile. Both
at Sebastian selling church as crazy spontaneity and at how well he
guessed her predictable schedule.

He was being goofy on purpose and seemed
pleased it was working. “I see you trying not to laugh at me,” he
said. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

She only stopped fighting the smile.

“You know what you can do? Don’t mention to
your parents that you went already, then predict the homily on your
way tomorrow.”

“You think he gives the same homily all
weekend?” she asked.

“Probably not word for word or anything. But
I bet the main points are the same,” Sebastian said. “You could
nail those and impress your parents.”

“Maybe. But I’m gonna tell them because
otherwise they may try to wake me up. You said I should go today so
I can sleep in.”

“Oh, good point.” He smiled at her again.
“You wouldn’t want to squander this opportunity.”

She nodded and tried to keep up some light
chat. “What have you been doing at work this week?”

“Well, I’m thinking of renaming the customer
complaint folder for this month.”

“Really?” Ella had genuine interest. She
worked for her dad’s insurance company and had swapped some amusing
complaint stories with Sebastian in the past. “What are you going
to call it?”

“I think I’m gonna call it… Rick.”

“Wait. That isn’t the same Rick you were
talking about last week, is it?”

He let out a playful groan. “He will not let
it go. I’m like, dude, no one else has ever had trouble finding
that link. You’re just blind. But, of course, I can’t say
that.”

Ella nodded. She understood well the forced
politeness.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Sebastian
continued, “while I’m writing, ‘Thank you for your feedback.’
Again. ‘We value all customer opinions and will give yours careful
consideration.’”

“When pigs fly,” Ella finished.

Sebastian chuckled. “I didn’t write that
either. We are actually working on a minor redesign, but I don’t
think Rick will be chairing that committee.”

St. Jude’s appeared in front of them as they
rounded a corner. Ella had relaxed enough to enjoy the conversation
as they approached. Church was a better destination. Church wasn’t
romantic. People did not go on dates there.

Sebastian held the door for her as they
entered the familiar building. She’d been a member here since she
was a kid, and Ella felt at home. She loved that she was expected
to be quiet at church. Even when she was enjoying a conversation,
it could be tiring. The break would be welcome. She took a seat in
a back pew. Sebastian joined her but with a respectful distance
between them.

A peaceful feeling settled over Ella. She
couldn’t deny that she liked having Sebastian near. Sitting
silently in the old building, she could do that without stressing
over signs he might be interpreting or ways he might try to get her
alone. She could simply be content with the budding friendship.

A stray thought took a flying leap into the
back of her head and disrupted the peace. People did go on dates to
church. They got married there. Nothing was more romantic! Why did
she have to think that while sitting next to Sebastian? He gave her
one of those gorgeous hesitant glances just then. It was like he
sensed something was wrong and instinctively made it worse.

Ella forced a smile and grabbed a hymnal.
She managed to keep her attention focused forward during the Mass
and not on who was with her. Mostly. She noticed that he spoke
loudly but sang quietly. She didn’t let his presence distract her
though. As they got up to leave, she nearly walked into
Sebastian.

He was closer to the aisle and when she
expected him to exit, he turned back to her. He nodded behind her
and whispered, “Do you want to go that way? I think Mrs. Donnelly
has you in her sights.”

Ella shrugged off his concern, and he looked
impressed as they moved towards the center aisle. Mrs. Donnelly was
in charge of recruiting volunteers for just about everything that
went on at St. Jude’s. And she was good at it. Everyone said that
no one said no to Mrs. Donnelly.

As timid as Ella was though, refusing Mrs.
Donnelly was one thing she did very well. All the activities the
woman presented involved talking to a lot of people, getting up in
front of a lot of people, working with a lot of people. Sure, Ella
felt as guilty as anyone for not helping at the church, but those
were all things she feared more than guilt.

A woman in her fifties edged through the
crowded aisle to Ella’s side. “Ella Sweet,” she said. “What luck
running into you. I intended to stop by last night to talk to some
young people but got sidetracked. Now I have a replacement
opportunity.”

Ella nodded a greeting and waited for the
point.

Mrs. Donnelly pushed her glasses down her
nose to look over the frames into Ella’s eyes. “I have the perfect
way for you to be more involved. Bingo!”

“Bingo?” Ella repeated. Was she talking
about the actual game or just what she said when she got this
perfect idea?

“Yes. Bingo is Sunday nights, and I’m sure
you know that draws a mostly older crowd.” Mrs. Donnelly tilted her
head in a concerned expression, but her eyes remained locked on
Ella’s. “I hate to think of our seniors getting out all those
tables and chairs themselves. We only have one guy who comes early
and does all of the setup himself. We could really use one or two
able-bodied young people to help.” Her eyes flickered to Sebastian
for a moment, probably as a backup when Ella said no. Or maybe as
the “or two.”

“I don’t…” Ella started.

“Now our one volunteer is very capable and
dependable,” Mrs. Donnelly continued right over her, glancing at
Sebastian again. “But it’s never a good idea to have all your eggs
in one basket. He could get sick or have to go out of town. And
this really is a perfect job for you. Bingo starts at seven. All
you do is show up at 6:30, set up tables and chairs for about
thirty people, then go home. It won’t take fifteen minutes.”

“Oh.” Ella found herself thinking about
this. Fifteen minutes where she could be helpful without really
interacting with strangers. She still felt afraid to agree.
Something made her look to Sebastian for support.

“I bet you could get Ruth to do it with
you,” he said.

A wave of disappointment hit as she realized
she’d been hoping he would volunteer with her. It was
confusing because hope like that could get her into serious
trouble.

“Perfect!” Mrs. Donnelly exclaimed. She
pushed the glasses back into place. “You and Ruth go straight to
the gym at 6:30 tomorrow. Someone will be there to show you the
ropes.” She moved down the aisle looking like she was chasing
someone, which she probably was.

Ella began walking in a daze. She thought
she was good at refusing. How was she now expected to show up
somewhere without agreeing to show up? At least Sebastian was right
that she could talk Ruth into helping her.

When she reached the bottom of the church
steps, she became anxious about not knowing where Sebastian lived.
If she didn’t know which way he was going, she wouldn’t know which
way to go. Of course, if he knew where she lived, he’d know if she
was taking a longer way to make an escape.

“I’m headed this way,” he said, pointing
away from her house and simplifying the situation.

She nodded the other way. “That’s me. I
guess I’ll see you Friday then?”

“Full disclosure?”

“What does that mean?” She wouldn’t see him
on Friday?

“I’m the one guy.”

Ella covered her mouth and the giggles that
wanted to respond to how guilty he looked over that confusing
sentence. “I don’t know what that means either,” she said.

“I’m the one guy who sets up bingo. I wasn’t
trying to hide it. Mrs. Donnelly kept looking at me like she
was about to say it,” he said. “So anyway, I’ll actually see you
tomorrow.”

“Oh. Uh, okay then. Bye.” Ella waved and
turned quickly to hide how much that bothered her. Why hadn’t Mrs.
Donnelly told her? He was standing right there. The woman could
have said Sebastian will be there, not some guy will be there. If
she’d had all the facts, Ella would have said no. She would have
refused clearly and firmly. And then she’d have kicked herself just
as hard as she did for agreeing.
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He knew the story on Sebastian Jones better
than anyone in town. The man was prone to violent outbursts. He
lured women into relationships and beat them when they wanted out.
He covered his tracks well by dating women from out of town. He’d
been arrested several times but managed to stay out of jail when
the women were too afraid to pursue the charges or testify.

As Sebastian walked towards his house, a
woman walking a dog crossed to the other side of the street before
she passed him. She might have been trying to keep the dog out of
his way, but he doubted it. People crossed the street without dogs,
too.

Sometimes the gossip made Sebastian laugh.
None of the stories were funny of course, but he had to laugh. The
only other option was anger. Showing even a hint of anger would
confirm every rumor in every mind, and he would not give them the
satisfaction.

The little yellow house was the same place
he’d grown up. He moved out for a few years after college and moved
back when his mom had to give up her driver’s license. They’d
somehow gone almost directly from her taking care of him to him
taking care of her.

Teresa Jones was petite at about five foot
two and had light gray almost white hair. It was still fairly thick
but short and full of curls. She was sitting in an armchair with a
blanket over her legs working on a crossword puzzle when he came
inside. She looked up. “That must have been a big bowl of ice
cream.”

“I ran into a friend and changed plans,” he
said.

“To?”

“Church.”

“I approve.” She smiled. “I don’t suppose
this friend has a girl’s name.”

“Ella,” he answered, then changed the
subject. “Sorry dinner will be late. Let me go see what I can make
quickly.”

Sebastian went into the kitchen and stuck
his head in the refrigerator. After some perusal, he looked up to
see that his mom had followed him. Without the walker. She was
being really stubborn about that. She hadn’t taken a fall yet, but
he could see it was only a matter of time. She held her puzzle book
in one hand and grasped the edge of the table with the other as she
took a seat.

He decided to skip the nagging at the
moment. “How do you feel about grilled cheese?” he asked.

“Do we have ham?”

He pulled open a drawer and called,
“Yeah.”

“Sounds good,” she said.

It sounded good to Sebastian, too. His
stomach began to growl as he set up the pan and prepared to grill a
couple of sandwiches. They were out of tomato soup so he opened a
can of peas. Green was healthy, and he could just eat them
fast.

His mom sat at the table working her puzzle
while he made dinner. She closed it and set it aside when he put
the plates on the table. “Thank you, honey.”

He acknowledged her gratitude with a nod,
then said a quick prayer before shoveling the peas into his mouth.
He wanted to get to the sandwich while it was still hot.

Sebastian’s mom apparently had a different
goal in mind. Information. “What’s Ella’s last name?” she
asked.

“Sweet.”

“Oh, Ron’s daughter. The insurance
agent?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve seen her,” she said with a wink.
“She’s pretty.”

Sebastian kept chewing.

“You’ve mentioned her a lot lately. You like
her?”

“I said she was a friend.”

“Hmm.” She took a smaller bite and chewed
slowly.

Sebastian jumped into the lull. “I saw Mrs.
Johnson. She said to tell you she’s glad you’re over the cold.”

She nodded. “You have mentioned Ella a
lot.”

That was probably true and not a question so
he said nothing.

“How long have the two of you been
friends?”

“A while.” Things had progressed so slowly,
he couldn’t say how long Ella had considered him a friend, or even
if she did for sure.

“And, um,” she said, poking at her peas with
feigned nonchalance, “how long will you be friends before you ask
her out?”

“Mom, you’re being nosy,” he said.

“No. I’m showing an interest in my child’s
life.”

“Except I’m not a child.”

She smiled as though his statement amused
her. “Okay. I’m showing an interest in my son’s life. As you are
welcome to do in mine.”

He almost choked at the thought. “There are
limits, Mom. I promise to never ask about your love life.
And if you ever do start dating someone, please don’t tell me.”

“Oh, I’m way past all that.” She gave a
little chuckle. “But you’re not.”

“Still limits.”

“All right.” She took a bite of her
sandwich, chewed in silence, then said, “Women like a man who can
cook.”

“Mom,” he warned.

She shrugged. “Just an observation.”

An observation that wasn’t nearly as
innocent or unrelated as she expected him to think. Then again, she
probably didn’t expect him to be fooled and only wanted to annoy
him into giving something away. He made no comment.

“You know, you haven’t made me that dish
with the chicken and cornbread topping in some time. Do you know
the one I mean?”

“I think so,” he said.

“That’s one of my favorites. Maybe sometime
this week?”

“Yeah, okay. I’ll put some things for it on
the shopping list.”

“Great.” She nodded appreciatively. “And
when do I get to meet Ella?”

Sebastian rolled his eyes at her.

“What? You said I’m not allowed to ask about
your love life.”

“Exactly.”

“And you said Ella was a friend.” She
smiled at her little trap. “So when do I get to meet her?”

He sighed. “Well, as a matter of fact, you
can thank Mrs. Donnelly after you meet her tomorrow because Ella
was drafted to help set up bingo.”

“Wonderful.”

“But you better keep your insinuations to
yourself,” he said. “If you say anything, you’ll embarrass her a
lot more than me.”

“I’ll be good,” she said. And fortunately,
she appeared sincere.

Sebastian knew he had very little chance
with Ella. She was amazing. The more time he spent with her, the
more power she had to destroy him. But as long as there was any
hope at all he couldn’t resist heading down that dangerous
road.

One of the things that attracted him was her
shifting appearance. She had brown hair a little past her shoulders
when it was down. But sometimes it was up. Sometimes it was
straight and sometimes it was curly. She had several different
pairs of glasses and sometimes didn’t wear glasses at all. The
changes were never drastic. She always looked like herself, but the
subtle changes gave off a vibe of disguise, as though there were
parts of herself she kept hidden from the world. It made Sebastian
want to know the things others weren’t lucky enough to know.

Ella’s shyness made her seem just a little
afraid of everyone she didn’t know well. It was strange and perhaps
stupid, but that was what gave him hope. If he could gradually get
to know her, maybe she would let him break through the fear the way
a woman who wasn
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