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Deep breath in ...

Squat.

Her arms stretched out from the shoulders, Belle Kitching bent at the knees, keeping her feet flat on the grass until she was as low as her lithe body could go. She held the position for a five-count, then straightened. She repeated the ritual four more times, then lifted her right leg behind her, grabbed it with her right hand and stretched the muscles. She switched to the left and did the same thing, back and forth five times. Five more squats, and she was ready. She gave Ruby, her seven-year-old black Jeep Wrangler her customary good-bye pat, then set off on her evening jog around Oklahoma City’s Lake Hefner.

The early June evening was mild, with high, puffy clouds sailing through the sky, providing elusive shade from the sun. Belle wore cheap, white-framed sunglasses to begin her run. She’d lost too many pairs of name brand shades by putting them on top of her head or folded and hung on her shirt. They always fell off and eventually broke. The cheap ones from Wal-Mart could stand up to a lot more abuse. They always came off before she got back to Ruby. Belle got to make the run at the lake three evenings each week during the summer months, so she made them count, putting in as much distance as she could.

A horde of people were taking advantage of the pleasant evening. The area of the lake that was commercialized with restaurants and a little lighthouse was swarming with people. Belle weaved her way through the throng that was milling around near or on the paved walking trail, dodged a couple of guys hunched over racing bikes, juked through a group of kids playing tag, and finally burst through the other side of the mob and saw mostly open sidewalk ahead of her.

Watching her breathing, Belle set a steady pace, Zara Larsson singing through the earbuds that went to the iPhone strapped to her left arm. There were still a few people on the track, walking, jogging, or running. Belle recognized many of them as regulars. Some nodded at her and she nodded back. Her thick brown ponytail swung behind her, a black Adidas cap providing shade to her face. She wore an old gray T-shirt she’d cut the sleeves and collar off over a sports bra and black compression shorts with pink stripes down the sides. She noticed guys giving her second looks but kept her smile internal.

The lake stretched out cool and gray to her left, ripples rolling up on the muddy shore or slapping softly against rock banks. Couples, mostly elderly people, sat on park benches. The sun hovered a few hand spans above the horizon. Belle stayed focused on the path ahead, moving around the walkers, keeping an eye out for the unpredictable behavior of leashed dogs, and letting her mind run through the day that was ending while planning for the one coming tomorrow.

She’d slept in, then worked on a paper that was due at the end of the week for her Intro to Psychology class. She skipped breakfast, had a salad for lunch, and treated herself and Lisa, her roommate, to spaghetti the way her mom had taught her to make it with just the right amount of spices cooked with the ground beef.

Now she was running off those carbohydrates.

And the second glass of wine.

Tomorrow, she’d put in eight hours at the restaurant, working both the lunch and dinner shifts, serving authentic Mexican food to mostly factory workers at midday and families with kids on summer break in the evening. The best tips were at lunch.

Belle reached the northern edge of the lake’s walking trail. She turned around, jogged in place for a moment, then started back toward the parking lot where she’d left her Jeep. The lake was to her right now and the sky was starting to burn orange with splashes of yellow and pink as the sun seemed to settle into the far side of the wide lake. It was breathtaking. Belle pulled her sunglasses off and hooked one of the arms under the waistband of her shorts so she could better appreciate the palette of colors shifting through the evening sky.

A light breeze had come up and cooled the sweat on her customized T-shirt. Belle was watching it set the branches of a weeping willow gracefully fluttering at the edge of the water as the sky burned behind the tree when her foot came down on something that rolled under her. She couldn’t repress a quick shriek of surprise before she fell, followed by a flash of pain and a strangled squawk from her throat as her ankle twisted and she crashed onto her butt.

Belle sat in the soft green grass beside the trail, her left leg stretched before her while she clutched the injured ankle, afraid to look at it. The pain travelled up and down her leg, through her torso, and pounded in her skull. She rocked her upper body back and forth over her outstretched leg and tried not to curse too loudly.

“Can I help?”
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Belle looked up and first saw only the outstretched hand of a man extended down to her. She followed the arm up, noting the toned bicep, to a faded black T-shirt stretched tight over broad shoulders. She looked the man in the face and was immediately struck by his deep brown eyes. They were the saddest eyes she had ever seen. Their sadness seemed to suck at her, making her own pain something less than it had been a minute before.

“Do you need help?” he asked again. His voice was a low tenor and it, too, was filled with sorrow. Belle studied his face closer, noting the day’s growth of beard stubble, the unkempt sandy brown hair, and the dark circles under the sad eyes. His mouth wasn’t smiling, wasn’t frowning, was just sort of neutral.

His hand was still extended for her and she suddenly became aware of how long she’d been looking at the man without responding to him.

“I’m not sure how bad it is,” she said at last.

He knelt beside her and she noted that he was wearing green sweat pants with stiff spots of maroon paint on them, and old sneakers. “Move your hands,” he said, his voice soft, still sad, but insistent. His hands hovered over her own, but didn’t touch her.

Reluctantly, Belle let go of her ankle and slid her hands up her leg to her knee. She closed her eyes so she wouldn’t see her mangled joint.

“Does this hurt?” the man asked. She felt his fingers softly press here and there on her ankle. There was pain, but it wasn’t overwhelming.

“Not as much as I expected,” she admitted.

“I think you just turned it,” he offered. “It’s definitely not broken and doesn’t look as bad as a couple of the sprains I’ve had.”

“It hurts,” Belle protested.

His lips twitched, but it wasn’t anything that could be called a smile. He nodded. “Let me help you up. You can come to the bench where I was sitting. I think the pain will be gone pretty soon.”

He stood up easily and held out his hand again. Belle put her left hand into his and was surprised at how effortlessly he pulled her to her feet. She favored the injured leg and hopped a couple of feet toward the park bench he’d mentioned.

“Let me help,” he said, taking her left arm and pulling it over his shoulders. He was at least eight inches taller than her five-and-a-half feet, but he stooped to accommodate her height and guided her slowly to the bench and helped her sit down.

“Thank you,” Belle said. “You probably think I’m some kind of hypochondriac or something.”

He sat down beside her, but leaving plenty of space between them. He shook his head. “No,” he said. “I saw you fall. I heard your footsteps and turned to see who was there just as you stepped on that stick in the path.”

“A stick? Is that what it was?” she asked.

“Yeah. I saw it when I came to help. Just a little round stick, maybe a half-inch diameter, four inches long. I think you stepped on it and it just rolled under your foot,” he said. His voice was flat, almost a monotone. Not like he was bored, but like he understood that life sucked and he was resigned to it.

“Well, thank you,” Belle said again. “Not everyone would have come to help.”

He nodded. “This is true,” he said.

“I’m Belle,” she said, holding out her hand to him. “Belle Kitching.” He shook her hand and she noticed that his hand was manly, dry, but not rough. “What’s your name?” she prompted when he didn’t offer.

“Gaston,” he answered.

“Gas...?” Belle felt her face splitting in a grin. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Yeah,” he confessed. “Sorry. I bet your mom is a big fan of the movie.”

“Oh yeah. She actually played Belle in a high school production. It was the highlight of her life,” Belle answered. “What’s your real name?”

“Hunter,” the man answered. “Birchfield.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Hunter Birchfield,” Belle said. “Thank you again for helping me.”

He nodded again, but didn’t say anything. His eyes were forward, on the water or the horizon, both blazing with the colors of the setting sun.

“We have beautiful sunsets in Oklahoma,” Belle offered. “Wouldn’t you say so?”

“I would say so,” he agreed.

She studied him out of the corner of her eye, but he seemed so wrapped up in watching the red and orange and yellow of the sky that he didn’t notice her at all, so she turned her head to see him better. His profile just screamed sorrow to her. The orange light reflected in his dark eye and tinged his face with a soft, sad glow. The circles under his eyes seemed more pronounced now. Overall, he reminded her of a mighty oak that had simply given up on growing and was now sagging beneath the weight of the sky, waiting to be chopped down and turned into a desk or table or ream of paper.

“Are you okay, Hunter Birchfield?” she asked. His palpitating sorrow made her much more talkative than she normally was. He turned his head and looked at her and again almost smiled, but didn’t.

“Good enough,” he told her.

“I feel like something’s wrong,” she persisted. 

He shook his head. “It’s fine.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes. “Do you come here often to watch the sunset?” Belle asked.

He shook his head again. “No, not often.” He paused and she thought he was finished, but then he added. “More now than I used to, though. Not much else to do.”

“Not a big fan of television?” she asked.

“No.”

Belle was out of small talk. She couldn’t think of anything else to ask. There was nothing about the way he was dressed that she could compliment. Sure, that shirt fit tightly across his broad shoulders, but she could see it was an old shirt, the band name Aerosmith had nearly faded off the chest. He looked almost like he could be homeless, to be honest.

And yet, the sadness kept bringing her back to his face, and she knew this man, this Hunter Birchfield, was not homeless.

“You helped me when you didn’t have to,” Belle said. “I want to thank you somehow. I work at Maria’s Cantina on May Avenue. Come in some evening and I’ll buy you dinner. You and your wife or girlfriend or ... whatever,” she finished. There’s no way he’s gay, right?

“That isn’t necessary,” he told her.

“I insist. Don’t make me hunt down every Hunter Birchfield on Facebook until I find you,” Belle warned him. “I want to thank you. Bring your significant other so she won’t think it’s weird.”

He turned his head back toward the sky that was now purpling into black. “There’s no one,” he said, his voice almost too low to hear.

Belle tried to ignore the sudden and totally unwelcome thrill that went through her at the news that he was unattached. “Would it be too much to ask you to help me back to Ruby? That’s my Jeep. I parked down by the restaurants.”

“That’s a long walk,” he said in his usual deadpan.

“Are you parked close?” she asked.

“Yes. Are you willing to get in a car with a strange man you just met, Miss Belle Kitching?”

“I think I can trust you,” she answered.

“You might be surprised,” he said, but stood up and held out his hand again. This time Belle didn’t hesitate to take the hand and let him pull her off the bench. She noticed how his pecs flexed under the thin fabric of his shirt as he pulled her upright. “Can you walk on it yet?” he asked, and for a moment she had to wonder what he was talking about.

Belle put a little weight on her left foot. The ankle held. She put a little more on and yelped like a dog that just stepped into the campfire. She sagged against Hunter and he caught her with an arm around her waist. She pressed her hip close to his but tried not to seem too obvious about it.

“I’m in that red Dodge,” he said, pointing ahead to an SUV parked at the closest edge of the parking lot. Together, they limped over to the Nitro and he helped her into the front passenger seat.

As Hunter went around the front of the truck Belle took in the interior. Tan leather, clean dashboard, nothing in the cup holders. The vehicle seemed to be in better condition than its owner. Then Hunter was in and the engine started and he backed them out.

“I’m parked down by the lighthouse. Ruby is a black Jeep Wrangler,” Belle said.

“I thought it’d be red,” he offered.

“I just like the name,” she said.

He nodded and drove. Within a few minutes, they were in sight of the Jeep. Most of the cars in the parking lot were gone now that it was nearly dark. “That’s a lot of red mud on that Jeep. Are you sure this one is yours?” Hunter asked, pulling in next to Ruby.

“Yes, this is her,” Belle answered.

“Some of that mud is from going in reverse,” he said, looking back at her. “Did you get stuck somewhere?”

“No. I like to go play in the mud sometimes,” Belle answered.

He nodded. “I thought only guys did that.”

“Girls can do a lot of things guys do,” Belle answered, her tone a little more heated than she’d meant.

“Okay, okay,” he said, his voice still neutral, like he didn’t really care about her responses.

Belle let it go. “Come see me about the dinner I owe you and I’ll tell you about mudding,” she challenged, then she threw open her door and got out. Walking hurt like hell, but she kept her head high and her gait consistent as she moved around the Dodge to her Jeep and got in. She had the top off the vehicle and suddenly felt very exposed under the watchful eyes of Hunter Birchfield. She looked dubiously at the clutch pedal she was going to have to operate with her left leg and missed the sound of the Dodge’s driver side window going down.

“Yeah, that’s gonna suck trying to drive a stick,” Hunter said.

Something about his tone annoyed her. It wasn’t that he was rude or sarcastic. But did he really have to make such an obvious observation? “I’ll manage,” Belle answered, refusing to appear weak anymore. “Thank you again.” She turned her attention back to what she was doing and put the key into the Jeep’s ignition but didn’t start the engine.

“Are you sure you can do that?” the man asked. “Not being sexist, but you’re hurt.”

Belle knew she looked weak. She wanted to stomp down on the clutch to show him she could do it, but was afraid of the pain. Why wouldn’t he just go away? I’m not a Disney princess in distress. She gripped the steering wheel and answered, “I’m fine.”

“I could drive you,” he began. “There’s no shame—”

“I’m fine!” Belle said again. Now she did mash down on the clutch. The pain was a flash of white light searing from her ankle to her brain, but she ignored it and twisted the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life.

Hunter Birchfield didn’t say good-bye or that he’d call or anything. He simply raised his window and backed out of the parking spot, then drove away, his red tail lights flashing in the growing darkness.

Belle jammed the gear shift into reverse and started for home.

She pushed away all thoughts of the man she’d met at the lake. He could just keep his sadness bottled up inside himself if he was going to be so rude to people who tried to be nice to him.
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“It’s too cold,” Belle complained.

Lisa, her roommate, put her fists on her hips and glared down at Belle. “It’s ice, dummy. It’s supposed to be cold.”

“I could use a little sympathy here,” Belle pouted.

Lisa dropped easily into the voice she said was an imitation of her mother when she got angry, an accented, stereotypical black woman. “Sympathy? Girl, you getting’ all the sympathy you gonna get until you tell me why I hear sumpin clump-clump-clumpin’ up my steps and open the door to find you draggin’ yo stanky leg behind you as you come hoppin’ up dose steps.”

Both women grinned at each other.

“I’ve never heard your mom talk like that,” Belle said.

“You’ve never heard her get mad enough,” Lisa said. “When she gets mad, that woman is the ghetto queen.”

“I don’t believe it, but ... Can I have some wine?”

“Um, girl, now you think I’m yo servant. Gonna say yes’um, I’s get you some wine, Miss Belle. I get you some wine right now,” Lisa teased.

“Get yourself a glass, too,” Belle said, waving dismissively. “A small one.”

“I’ll get you a glass and I’ll keep the bottle,” Lisa said, leaving the apartment’s little living room for the kitchen area.

“I’m the one in pain here,” Belle called after her.

She heard the refrigerator open and the sounds of Lisa pulling the corkscrew from a drawer. Her eyes dropped to the floor, where her injured foot rested in a big mixing bowl of ice cubes. The drive home had been excruciating. It was the first time she’d ever disliked her standard transmission Jeep. Stomping on the clutch with her injured foot had been horrible, but unavoidable. She really had dragged her injured leg behind her up the stairs, where Lisa had opened the door and got her to the sofa and filled the bowl with ice from trays they kept in the freezer.

Belle wiggled the toes of the hurt foot, just to see if she could. Her foot was angled so that her toes stuck out and it was mostly her ankle in the bowl. The toes still moved despite the injury and the ice.

“Here you go.” Belle was relieved to see Lisa had used the large wine glasses, which meant she’d done the dishes after dinner even though it had been Belle’s turn. She took the glass of red wine. Lisa then handed her four small red ibuprofen tablets.

“You shouldn’t mix drugs and alcohol,” Lisa said as she settled into a nearby rocking chair with her own glass of wine.

“You’re a bad influence, but a good friend,” Belle said, then swallowed the pills with a gulp of wine.

“You gonna tell me what happened now?” Lisa asked. She was wearing lime green shorts and a black V-neck. Her bra had come off with her shoes as soon as she got home from work. She pulled her long dark legs up to sit criss-cross in the rocker.

“I was running at Hefner and stepped on a stick,” Belle explained. “It rolled out from under my foot and I fell. I don’t think it’s sprained, just kind of rolled. But then driving home was murder.”

“Um-hmm. I bet you were wishing for my old Chevy with its automatic transmission tonight, wasn’t you?” Lisa asked, grinning and sipping.

“Whatever,” Belle said.

“Where were you at the lake when you had this fall?” Lisa asked.

“The north side.”

“And you parked by the restaurants? Like you usually do?”

“Yeah,” Belle answered slowly. “Why?”

Lisa nodded and smiled. She had a great smile, wide, with lots of teeth, and her dark eyes sparkled when she was really happy. They were throwing sparks right now. “Who was he?”

“Who?” Belle asked, but she felt the blood rushing to her face and knew she was caught.

Lisa burst out in a deep, rich laugh that filled the room and made Belle take several sips of her wine to get herself composed. “I know you didn’t walk from the north side of the lake to Rudy. Or whatever you call that Jeep of yours.”

“Ruby. It’s a girl.”

“It’s a vehicle. You white people naming your rides. I don’t understand it,” Lisa argued. “But you didn’t walk back by yourself, did you?”

“No,” Belle confessed. “My foot’s really cold.”

“Don’t you change the subject,” Lisa protested.

“There was a guy,” Belle admitted. “He was sitting on the bench, looking at the sunset. He came over when I fell and helped me up and to the bench. Then he might have driven me to my Jeep.”

“Might have?”

“He drove me to Ruby.”

“This was an ugly man?” Lisa asked.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t say he wasn’t, either.”

Belle shrugged and remembered Hunter’s face. “He was ... sad. That’s the first thing I thought. He had the saddest eyes I ever saw.” Then she remembered how they’d parted. “But he turned out to be an ass, like most men.”

“That’s no lie,” Lisa said, and lifted her glass in salute. “What did he do that was so bad?”

Belle considered her answer. He hadn’t really done anything. She had practically begged a complete stranger to go out with her and he acted like he couldn’t have cared less about her.

“He made a smartass remark about the mud on my Jeep, like because I’m a girl I can’t go mudding like any guy,” Belle said. Her voice was annoyed, but she wouldn’t admit she was maybe mad at herself.

Lisa smirked at her. “Sounds like love to me,” she said, then sipped her wine thoughtfully. “You say this sad, beautiful man was sitting all by himself on the almost empty north end of the lake? Just sitting there watching the sunset?”

“I didn’t say he was beautiful,” Belle protested.

“Was he?”

“Well...” Belle shrugged. “He wasn’t ugly, I guess.”

“Uh-huh. He was sitting alone watching the sun go down?” Lisa persisted.

“Yes. That’s what he said. I didn’t really notice him until he came to help me.”

“Girl, that’s a man with a broken heart,” Lisa said, her voice full of warnings. “No man, not even a white man, goes and sits by himself to watch a sunset unless he’s suffering from heartbreak.”

Belle thought again about Hunter’s eyes, how sad they’d looked, the dark circles under them, the stubble on his cheeks and chin. “You think so?” she asked.

“I’d bet my half of the rent on it,” Lisa answered.

Belle was quiet, thinking about that. It would explain a lot, she thought.

“What was the name of this sad, beautiful man?” Lisa asked.

Belle grinned. “At first he said his name was Gaston.” She watched Lisa’s smile spread across her face again.

“That goes with his attitude about girls spinning Jeep tires in the mud, I guess,” Lisa said.

The grin fell off Belle’s face. “I guess,” she said. “His real name is Hunter Birchfield. At least, that’s what he claimed.”

“Did you get the phone number of Mr. Birchfield?”

“Why would I want that? He was rude,” Belle retorted.

“So you didn’t get it?”

Belle sulked and rolled her eyes. “No,” she admitted. “I told him I’d buy him dinner for helping me. He wasn’t interested.”

Lisa laughed. “Girl, you take his phone and send yourself a text message,” she explained. “That way you both have the other one’s number.”

“I was in pain, okay? I couldn’t think of all of that. I couldn’t walk,” Belle argued.

“And he was beautiful and had sad puppy-dog eyes that probably made you forget your own name,” Lisa added.

“Oh, shut up,” Belle answered, but they were both laughing.

“There’ll be other beautiful men with droopy doggy eyes,” Lisa promised. “I suppose you want me to draw you a bath now, Mistress Belle?”

“That would be lovely, darling,” Belle agreed. Then she dropped the fake accent. “Really, Lisa, you’re the best. Thank you for taking care of me.”

“Hey, it’s what friends do,” Lisa answered, all trace of her stereotype mother gone from her voice. “We’ll put a wrap on your foot after the bath.”

Lisa went to the bathroom and started running water into the tub. Belle lifted her foot out of the ice. The skin was red from exposure to the cold, but the swelling that had been caused more by Ruby’s clutch than the actual fall had gone down quite a bit. She put her wine glass on the coffee table and managed to get herself upright so she could hobble to her bedroom for her pajamas.
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Belle smiled and answered the question about her limp as if she hadn’t already told the story three dozen times during her shift. After explaining, she took the family’s order and limped to the kitchen to deliver it. Her ankle hadn’t been so bad when she reported to work but being on it all day hadn’t helped at all. By the time the dinner rush came in, she was having trouble carrying the big trays full of plates loaded with Mexican food.

Tips had been great, though. Nothing brought out the money like sympathy and good service.

She’d spent her own lunch break soaking her ankle in a bucket of ice and eating a chicken and rice dinner that Maria didn’t even charge her for since she was trying so hard to finish out her shift. The ice, and wearing high-topped shoes that laced tightly around her ankle helped, but after hours on her feet, the pain was pretty bad.

Belle looked dubiously at a serving tray with the meals for a family of five. It was going to be heavy. She looked around hopefully for Miguel, the high school boy working as a busboy tonight, but he wasn’t close by and the other two waitresses, Alondra and Angel, were already busy. Belle lifted the tray and made her way toward the table, lacking her usual grace with such a load, but managing to get to the table without losing any plates.

She distributed the meals and was limping away when a guy in his mid-twenties called her over. He was one of three young men sitting in Alondra’s section. Belle tucked the serving tray under her arm and went to the table. She knew from the grin on the face of one of the guys what was coming.

“Can you be our waitress?” asked the guy who had summoned her. He had wide-set gray eyes and a nice smile, but his attitude was all slick and greasy.

“Alondra will be your server,” Belle told him. “She’s really good. I’m sure she’ll be with you in just a minute.”

“Well, could I get your number? Maybe give you a call sometime? Take you out and show you a good time?” he asked. His buddies giggled.

“I don’t think so,” Belle told him, leaning close over the table and keeping her voice conspiratorial. “My fiancé might be in prison, but he hears about things. The last guy I went out with met up with some of my fiancé’s friends. He never asked me out again.”

The three guys were silent, their eyes wide.

“Alondra will be with you shortly,” Belle said and limped away.

She finished her shift with close to a hundred dollars in tips. She sat in her Jeep for a few minutes, looking doubtfully at Ruby’s clutch, but then decided there was nothing else to do but go for it.

As she drove toward home, she thought again of Hunter Birchfield. She remembered his comment before she drove away and it made her angry again. But then she recalled his sad eyes and how helpful he’d been when she’d fallen. For a moment she considered driving back to the lake to see if he was on the bench again, but thinking of the number of stop signs and lights between the restaurant and the lake made her reconsider that. She just wanted to get home and ice her ankle again.

She had the apartment to herself. Lisa wouldn’t be home from her job until close to midnight. Belle took out the unfinished wine bottle from last night, poured the contents into a tall glass while bathwater filled the tub, then settled in for a long soak. After, she put her foot in the mixing bowl of ice again and turned on Netflix to binge watch a new television series.

She fell asleep on the sofa and dreamed of Hunter Birchfield. In her dream, he was standing on a narrow path in dark woods. He was looking at her with his sad eyes, but they were exaggerated to the point that they drooped all the way down his face. Barely visible ghostly figures swirled around him, twining around his arms and sliding between his legs and whizzing around his torso. Belle tried to talk to him, but she had no voice. Then he raised both his hands and reached for her as if he was begging for help. The ghostly figures all shrieked as one entity and suddenly lifted the man off his feet and dragged him down the path and into the darkness while Belle stood unable to move.

She woke up with her heart racing. She sat up on the couch, wide-eyed and gasping for breath. The television was still on and she stared at it for a moment, not comprehending what she was seeing.

“Are you okay?”

Belle jumped off the sofa and whirled to face the voice. Lisa was standing at the kitchen counter, freshly showered and wearing shorts and a loose T-shirt. She stepped back, startled at Belle’s reaction, and bumped into the counter. She held her hands up as if to ward off her roommate.

“What’s wrong, Belle?”

Belle shook her head, then put her hands on her temples and pressed them together. She shook her head again and dropped her hands to her sides. “Nothing,” she said. “Just a dream. A really, really, really weird dream.”

“You gotta tell me about this one. You’re acting crazy,” Lisa said. She offered a little smile. “You want some cereal?”

“No,” Belle said, shaking her head. She realized slowly that her ankle still hurt. She dropped back to a sitting position. The television suddenly seemed like just noise, so she shut it off. Lisa came and took her place cross-legged in the chair with a bowl of cereal.

“Tell me,” Lisa coaxed.

Belle explained the dream. “It was just so real, but so ... freaky,” she said.

Lisa spooned the last of her cereal into her mouth and grinned. “That man really got under your skin, girl.”

“No, he didn’t,” Belle argued. “It’s just, I don’t know. The pain. Long day at work. I don’t know. But he did not get under my skin.”

Lisa shrugged and started drinking the milk from her cereal bowl. When she finished, she lowered the bowl and licked her lips. “How often did you think about him while you were at work today?”

“Not at all,” Belle said immediately, but she inadvertently looked away while she said it.

Lisa laughed her deep, musical laugh. “Not at all,” she echoed. “You looked for him at every table, I bet.”

“Did not,” Belle lied. “Ugh! Yeah, he’s a beautiful man, but he was rude about Ruby and ... those eyes! The dude has issues. Baggage. I don’t need a man with baggage. Not that I’ll ever see him again, anyway.”

“Because no woman ever wants a man who needs a little fixing up,” Lisa mockingly agreed.

“Stop,” Belle said, smiling. “How was work? This limp made me a killing in tips for a Wednesday night.”

“I spent eight hours standing in a stall scanning stuff I can’t afford to buy,” Lisa said. “How do you think it went?”

“Normal day, huh?”

“Exactly.”

“This is why we go to college,” Belle reminded them both. “So we don’t have to work the food and retail industries.”

“True dat,” Lisa agreed. “Girl, I am beat. I’m going to bed now that I’ve played therapist for you and gotten you past your wide-eyed horror of your beautiful man that you don’t really care about but secretly do being dragged away into the deep, dark forest by an army of ghosties.”

“You’re a horrible friend,” Belle joked. “I only keep you around for half the rent.”

“And my cinnamon rolls,” Lisa reminded.

Belle brightened. “Is that a hint that you’re making cinnamon rolls in the morning?”

“Only for my friends,” Lisa said.

“I love you, bestie!” Belle told her. They laughed.

“I’ll let you lick the pan. Maybe,” Lisa said, getting up. She put her bowl in the dishwasher and shut off the kitchen light. “Good night.”

“Night,” Belle answered.

She sat alone in the dim living area for a while, but the dream wouldn’t leave her. Finally, she went to her room and got her laptop, coming back to the sofa to open it and go to Google. She looked up “dream interpretation ghosts dragging someone else away.” The information didn’t really seem to fit, but most sites she read told her ghosts represented something weighing on her mind, something from her past, and a loss of control. She found a dream dictionary site that was a little more useful. Maybe.

According to this site, darkness represented the need to get help or an unresolved problem with someone close to you. A forest meant a feeling of being overwhelmed, but the website said that was being overwhelmed by work. Belle didn’t think that was the case this time, though. Ghosts were a “problem solving tool created by your brain.” That didn’t feel right, either.

Belle considered. The things that had dragged Hunter away, were they really ghosts? They’d been mostly transparent, but they zipped around him and didn’t act like she thought ghosts should act in a dream. They acted more like cartoon ghosts, or something from Steven Spielberg’s early movies.

The entry for pathways, roads, and trails was even less helpful, suggesting if the way was clear she had made a right decision, but if there were obstructions she had issues to work out.

“But it wasn’t my path,” she argued with the computer. “The ghosts, or whatever, weren’t after me. I wasn’t the one being dragged away.”

She googled being unable to move in a dream. It came back to feeling like she was not in control of her own life. 

Next, she looked up not being able to speak in a dream. She snorted as she read through the first site she clicked on. “If the mute condition is in a dream of a romantic nature, then you harbor secret feelings for the one you dream of.” She started to click out of the site, then read the last paragraph of the entry. “Occasionally a non-speaking dream can mean that one has silenced a part of the self that wishes to express things that push our boundaries or make us uncomfortable to think about.”

“I don’t believe that,” she said, then clicked back. The rest of her searches came up with nothing really helpful. “This is all just stupid. It was just a stupid dream.” Belle closed her laptop and put it aside. She pulled her legs up under her and stared at the blank television screen.

“Something like ghosts dragged him away into a dark forest,” she said. “His eyes were all big and sad, which they are, anyway. I couldn’t move to help. I don’t know why I even wanted to, but I couldn’t. So, he’s just got stuff in his past dragging him down and he’s sad about that. Lisa already guessed all that.”

She paused and looked around the room. It was all dark outside the windows. She looked at a clock and saw it was after 1 a.m. She decided she felt tired enough to try to sleep again, so she brushed her teeth and went to her bed.

Sleep was a long time coming, though, as she kept thinking about Hunter Birchfield’s eyes and the look of sadness and pain as the things dragged him away.
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