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About the Author


Jennifer Wilcox worked days as a legal secretary at a family law firm in downtown Chattanooga. The firm handled divorce and custody cases. They were demanding, emotionally draining, and full of distraught families. The office buzzed with drama and angst, with client after client filling Jennifer's ears with the most recent horrible thing the soon-to-be ex-spouse had done, said, or thought.

Always a bright and cheerful day.

Jennifer and her family of four attended the First Main Street Church near the Tennessee Aquarium. Following her church's rules was of utmost importance to her, which she also tried to teach her children. Jennifer equated religious attendance with acquiring bonus shopping points with her favorite credit card as an entrance fee to heaven. However, she would never openly admit to this way of looking at her religion. 

Because Thursdays were generally left open by her church, she spent all of them at the East Tennessee Bookstore reading the latest novel for free. The store subscribed to the radical theory that honest people would donate money for a cup of some exotically named coffee or tea if the owners left a drop box, secured by a hefty one-sixteenth inch-thick steel padlock that most four-year-olds could break off. Hopefully, the owners left the box by the tall coffee dispensers with a sign that read, "Coffee Donations."

The manager could have simply hired someone to make and serve coffee for customers.

The donation box seldom contained cash. It did, however, contain several handwritten notes requesting the owners to, "Please just contract with that coffee house down the street? Don't be such a cheapskate. – a loyal customer." 

The costly palmetto trees failed to survive the first mild winter, costing the city thousands of dollars and triggering a lawsuit against the landscaping company, which assured the city officials that the trees would thrive in any climate and would attract new customers.

As the Southeast Tennessee evening received smatterings of an occasional rain shower, Jennifer dutifully made her way downtown for her weekly treat of sipping on questionable coffee and reading her favorite authors. She plopped down in a somewhat comfortable multi-color high back chair, dropped a quarter into the impenetrable lockbox, and poured herself a cup of something that smelled great – but something that she knew, from experience, might taste marginal. Jennifer selected a book, leaned back, carefully placed the hot java something on the coffee table, and began to read the pages of John Grisham's latest book.

Because she was reading on the free program, Jennifer had to remember where exactly she had left off the previous Thursday. Locating the specific book from the shelves, she turned to chapter eight and started reading again, catapulting herself into the halls of justice full of conniving attorneys and other criminals.

After a few minutes of complete agreement with John's low opinion of attorneys, Jennifer noticed a man making his way to the coffee section. He stopped, sat in the chair next to Jennifer, and proceeded to stare into the distance like a lone Marine sniper in a distant war zone. At first, she thought he had spotted someone familiar standing behind her and was just trying to get his or her attention.

There was no one behind Jennifer. 

The man continued to stare.

He wore a Merle Haggard cowboy hat, tattered jeans, and a long Outlaw Josey Wales-type leather coat adorned with several 82nd U.S. Airborne patches. He was young, maybe 20 to 25. His hair was long, blond, and over his ears for the first time in four years. His eyes seemed a crystal shade of blue.

Their eyes met as he bent to sit in the chair opposite Jennifer.

Oh, no, Jennifer said to herself. No conversation, please. I just want to read in peace.

The man sat his long, lanky body down despite Jennifer's monumental telepathic effort to avoid any social contact with this stranger.

"How ya doing?" the man said, not expressing a single emotion in his query.

Jennifer looked up for an instant, hoping that her brief laser stare would be ample warning for him that she did not wish to engage in any conversation or get to know him in any meaningful way despite her church's admonition to take all such opportunities to engage and convert people to their theology.

Jennifer huffed softly, but the man clearly understood her intended message.

"OK. How are you?" was all Jennifer could muster.

"Pretty good, now," he said lowly without making the slightest effort at eye contact.

What? Jennifer thought. Look, dude, if you're some nutcase, multi-level-marketing charlatan, or fiction writer looking for material, please leave me alone with John.

The man continued the conversation despite Jennifer's signal that she did not want to talk with anyone. "There was a time when I thought the whole world was against me," he said as his voice trailed off and silence filled the gap left in the air.

Jennifer smiled weakly and took a sip of coffee.

The man waited quietly.

Patiently.

Maybe he was hoping for some kind of words of comfort because he'd just gone through something traumatic. Maybe he lost a wife, a child, or a distant relative. Jennifer didn't know or care.

A woman and her two small children walked into the store but quickly shuffled over to the children's books section. 

No other customers came to join the two as they sat beside the fresh coffee, and at least one of them read for free the latest novels and other offerings.

The man remained steadfast, trying occasionally to make eye contact with Jennifer. He shifted his weight in the chair. Crossed his legs seven times. He waited for any kind of reply or hint that she would reciprocate in any manner.

He wasn't trying to pick her up or get her phone number for a romantic interlude. Their age difference was substantial.

Jennifer glued her eyes to John's words, ignored the man three feet away from her, and went back to reading.
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