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        And seem a saint, when most I play the devil.
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        Nothing is easier than self-deceit.

        For what every man wishes,

        That he also believes to be true.

        -Demosthenes, Third Olynthiac
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      In 1973, four employees of Kreditbanken, a large bank in Stockholm, Sweden, were taken captive during a bank robbery and held hostage for six days in one of the bank’s vaults. During their captivity, they all developed sympathetic feelings for the two men who held them, and after their release, the victims refused to testify against the men in court. Not only that, they even raised money for their captors’ defense! A Swedish psychiatrist originally called it Norrmalmstorg Syndrome, after the square where the bank was located, but media outside Sweden started calling it Stockholm Syndrome.

      There have been other reported instances of similar behavior on the part of victims of such trauma. In 1933, Mary McElroy, age 25, was kidnapped by four men and chained to a wall in a Kansas farmhouse. She was released after 29 hours of captivity, when her father paid the kidnappers a ransom of $30,000. At the kidnappers’ trial, McElroy publicly expressed sympathy for them. When the ringleader was sentenced to death, McElroy petitioned the governor to spare the man, and he was granted a stay of execution. His sentence was later commuted to life in prison.

      Perhaps the most famous case is that of Patty Hearst, captured and held hostage in 1974 by a group called the Symbionese Liberation Army. Two months after her kidnapping, she released an audiotape to the media, claiming she had changed her name to Tania and had joined the SLA. Surveillance video caught her robbing banks in San Francisco with the group. After her arrest in 1975, the jury was not swayed by a defense of Stockholm Syndrome, and sentenced her to 35 years in prison. That sentence was later reduced to seven years, and she was ultimately pardoned by President Bill Clinton, who was persuaded that she wasn’t acting under her own free will.

      According to anecdotal reports, sufferers of Stockholm Syndrome develop positive feelings for their captors and their goals and negative feelings toward authorities. It remains a controversial diagnosis, and it has not been accepted by the American Psychiatric Association. There has been little research into it, and there remains no clear definition of its symptoms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            BEHIND THE DOOR

          

        

      

    

    
      JUNE 20, 2016. Chloe imagined the sound the ten-pound boulder in her right hand would make striking the skull of the man from behind. Like that pumpkin, she thought. The one I smashed in the street when I was eight-years-old. My first and last act of Halloween vandalism. That sent a thrill of nausea through her weary frame. “Dear God. I'm actually contemplating murder.” Her whisper was swallowed by the empty house. Her eyes filled with tears.

      You don't need cobwebs and decrepit furniture and secret passages to haunt a house, Chloe thought. This house had a FOR SALE sign out front and was empty except for all the major appliances, in buffed stainless steel. It was immaculately clean. It had an open floor plan, perfect for entertaining. A chef's dream of a kitchen, complete with double ovens, six-burner gas cook top, and a large center island, presided over the space. Broad skylights above made it bright and welcoming. Outside, it sported a new roof and a sparkling coat of paint. But it was way, way out in the woods, far from any helping hand, out of earshot of any cry for help, miles from any rescue. She had to face alone the monster who haunted this house, and he would be back soon.

      The monster's name was Raven. A former cellmate of his had tattooed an enormous black bird across his back and shoulders, with its head on the back of his bald skull and its wings unfurled along both his arms. She shuddered at the thought of it. Raven had captured her and bound her with duct tape, but she had managed to escape. Now she wanted to run into the woods and hide, to make it back to the little mountain town several miles away, to call the police. But Raven had her daughter and her cell phone. I have to rescue Kaitlynn. I can't abandon her. She repeated those thoughts to herself like a mantra, her prayer invoking all that was holy to help her free her daughter.

      She had scoured the house for weapons, to no avail, painfully aware that Raven could be back at any moment. The back bedroom held some blankets and pillows and a box of 9mm. cartridges for the Glock that Raven always kept tucked in his belt. The kitchen held only some cheap eating utensils, with nothing sharper than a butter knife. She had guessed that these were the few necessities that Raven brought with him, when he broke into houses for sale and in foreclosure, to find temporary shelter off the grid.

      So, she had gone outside searching. The heavy branch that had fallen from the large oak tree would be too clumsy and ineffective. But one of the rocks that lined the sidewalk? She hoisted it and frowned as a centipede scurried away in the moist dirt. The rock was crude and primitive, but if she hid behind the front door, she might have the element of surprise on her side when Raven returned. She winced at the thought. That violence would be so personal, so far removed from shooting someone at a distance. Her handgun training had not prepared her for this. The sheer brutality of it sickened her. His blood would be upon her, literally. Am I really capable of this? Will I ever be clean again? She shook her head vigorously, as if to dislodge the thoughts that held her back. I do this for Kaitlynn. For Kaitlynn. My own soul isn't important.

      She remembered when Kaitlynn was in her second-grade year at Pamelia Creek Academy. During the drive to school each morning, Kaitlynn would challenge her to Guess the Animal, a game she had made up using her prodigious knowledge of obscure animals from Public Television programming. Chloe always lost to her daughter, her twenty questions failing to decode the bizarre animal Kaitlynn had selected.

      

      “No fair!” Chloe objected. “I've never even heard of a lammergeier. What exactly is it, darling?”

      “It's a bearded bone-eating vulture,” said the little professor. “You should have paid more attention.”

      “You just know so many more animals than I do, sweetie.”

      “That's why the game is fun, Mommy. I always win.”

      “Well, I'm cutting you off from Public TV. Starting today.” Her brief pout could not hide the smile she beamed at the daughter who owned her heart.

      “You're so funny, Mommy. I love you.”

      

      Only now, standing behind the front door, rock in hand, did Chloe realize what happened in those exchanges with Kaitlynn ten years ago. Suddenly, she wasn't just taxiing her daughter to school all in a rush so she herself could get to work on time. She was actually with her daughter, living instead of thinking about living when she had the time. It had been a moment of grace and she had been blind to it.

      She could not, would not let Raven have her daughter. She would willingly give her life for Kaitlynn. More than that, she would fight for her, a sow bear aroused to protect her cub.

      She brushed at the tears that wet her cheeks. Outside, she heard the clear, piping call of a pileated woodpecker, Kaitlynn's favorite bird. On one of their many hikes together, she and Kaitlynn had come upon a tall snag riddled with the curious rectangular holes the birds make while excavating for carpenter ants. Kaitlynn had called it Woodpecker Hotel.

      

      “The holes are like windows looking into the heart of the tree,” Kaitlynn said.

      “But the tree is dead, honey.” It was a grownup's uncomprehending response.

      “No tree is really dead when it's feeding everything around it,” had been the mysterious reply.

      

      More grace. Chloe licked her lips and tasted the salt of her tears. The bird had grown silent. The house was quiet. Oh, Kaitlynn. I didn't know who you were then, and I don't know who you are now. Come home with me. Please.

      Just then the sounds of a car bumping down the dirt road to the house interrupted her reverie. Her body stiffened as her heart began to pound. Her breathing came in quick gasps. The rough texture of the stone abraded her fingers as they curled tightly around it. Every nerve ending in her tired body tingled in anticipation. The violence she intended would exact a cost she hoped she could afford. She knew it would change her life forever.

      The car stopped out front. She heard voices, Raven's and Kaitlynn's.

      Please, God, she thought. Give me strength…and grant me forgiveness.

      And Raven burst through the front door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THE HANDYMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      May 7, 2016. Chloe watched him through her bedroom window. Jack was outside on the ladder, painting the window frame. In November, he had cleaned out her gutters before the rains began in earnest. In March, he had raked up the soggy leftover leaves of winter and had removed the dead stalks from her flower garden. Last month he had helped her organize and run a garage sale of sixteen years of accumulated stuff—the detritus of a marriage that had clogged her house ever since her husband had left five years before. He had even helped with her marathon redecorating, carrying in new furniture and carting out the old, stripping outdated wallpaper from the guest bedroom, hanging new paintings on the living room wall. He was her all-purpose weekend handyman. With his help, her house now felt truly like her own.

      “Would you like a glass of iced tea?” Chloe called through the window. Jack gave her a thumbs-up sign.

      How lucky I am, she thought, as she walked to the kitchen. What had prompted her to initiate a conversation with him, let alone a relationship, was still beyond her. I don't do things like that, she told herself. Her handyman had been the only other patron in The Reef that Sunday morning eight months ago. He had looked up as she entered the little coffee shop and greeted her.

      

      “Good morning. Lovely day, isn't it?”

      “Sure is.” She placed her regular order with the shop's owner and turned back to the stranger. “Mind if I join you?” she said, with uncharacteristic forwardness.

      “Please.” The man gestured to the chair across from him. “Jack Wallace,” he said, as he extended his hand.

      “Chloe Denhurst.”

      

      And that had been that. Now eight months later, she had her go-to guy for any chore. She always offered to pay him, but he always refused. After several months of his free labor, she insisted that she make dinner for him to demonstrate her appreciation. She introduced him to her daughter, Kaitlynn, and was surprised at how quickly the adolescent warmed up to him. The dinners were now becoming a weekly Saturday event that everyone enjoyed.

      

      “He's so easy to talk to,” Kaitlynn said to her, one evening after Jack had left.

      “I know, honey. I think I've unloaded a lot on him. But he doesn't really reciprocate. And there's something else.”

      “I feel it, too. Something…different.”

      “Yeah. Notice how he never talks about his own family? Or his own friends?”

      “Suppose he has any friends?”

      Chloe nodded. “He never talks about himself. I don't know any more about him now than I did the day I met him. He's a mystery man.”

      

      As she poured his iced tea, she could see his face—deep blue eyes, angular cheeks, full head of wavy, dark hair. It was a kind face, suffused with compassion. She guessed that was why he was so easy to talk to. But there was something else as well, a deep well of sorrow or pain behind those clear, bright eyes, as though he had suffered some terrible loss. Jack had seen and heard things, she was sure of it—things no man should have to see, things that were a heavy burden to him.

      She walked outside with the glass in hand and met him at the foot of the ladder. “Here you go.” She handed him the drink. “I still wish you’d let me pay you.”

      “You don’t think those grilled lamb chops and roasted fingerling potatoes last week were payment enough? That’s a lot better eating than I usually do.”

      “Don’t you need a little extra cash? I would have had to pay somebody hundreds of dollars for all you’ve done for me over the past few months. I’m actually feeling a little guilty. Don’t you have a life of your own?” She knew that was the question he always avoided.

      “How’s Kaitlynn doing?” he asked, changing the subject.

      “She’s holding her own for now, but I worry about her. She seems a little down recently. And I worry about her father’s influence on her. As far as she’s concerned, he walks on water.” She tilted her head and looked at him. “But I asked about your life. How are you doing?”

      “Oh, I’m fine. Nothing to complain about.” He drained his glass and turned to climb back up the ladder.

      “Jack, why don’t you ever talk about yourself? Your own feelings? I like talking to you, but it’s more like talking to a counselor than a friend. Why?”

      “Not much to say, I guess. I lead a pretty boring life, Chloe. I go to work, come home and eat dinner, go to an AA meeting once or twice a week, go to bed. Next day, it’s the same. Weekends are a different story. Your chores save me from having to watch a weekend of football or baseball or basketball. I’m really grateful.”

      “AA meetings?”

      He shook his head. “Yeah, I’m an alcoholic. Sober now for almost a year. But I really need the support of AA. I have a great sponsor.”

      “Don’t you have any family?”

      “Afraid not, Chloe. My father died when I was a kid. Mom passed about fifteen years ago.” He reached the level of the window frame and dipped his brush in the paint.

      “No kids of your own?”

      He turned and looked down at her at the foot of the ladder. “Never married, Chloe. Guess it wasn’t in the cards for me.” He resumed his painting.

      Chloe took his glass and walked back into the house. Never married? He’s gotta be pushing fifty. She stopped in the kitchen as the realization struck her. “Wow,” she said aloud. “That’s more than he’s said about himself in months.”

      She'd been thinking a lot about Jack recently. She saw him at the Reef once or twice a week, and he was always so attentive when she talked about her job or her abusive ex-husband. That had to be part of it. She never felt judged by him or belittled in any way. He was pleasant company when she made him dinner on Saturday night, and he always helped with the cleanup afterward. Kaitlynn certainly seemed to like him. Chloe had to admit to herself that she was growing fond of Jack despite the fact that he was so secretive.

      She shuddered when she recalled her only attempt at dating after her divorce. Did that mean she was actually thinking about dating Jack? She shook her head vigorously back and forth. Too many red flags. Don't go there, girl.

      She checked the chicken she had put in the crock pot earlier. Fall-apart tender. She washed three potatoes and put them in the oven to bake. Then she walked back outside.

      “Dinner in about an hour,” she called to Jack. “Does that give you enough time?”

      “Should be perfect. I'm starving.”

      She entered the house and knocked on Kaitlynn's bedroom door.

      “Come in.”

      “Hi, hon. Dinner at 5:30. OK?”

      Her auburn-haired daughter was lying on her bed with a Physics textbook open before her. “Sure, Mom. I'm gonna jump in the shower now so I can get my hair done. I'm meeting Tessa after supper.” She closed the book and got up. “You guys gonna go out tonight?”

      “What?” Chloe was taken aback.

      “I've seen the way you've been looking at him the past couple of weeks. Maybe he should be more than your handyman, don't you think?”

      “No, I don't think, Kaitlynn. He's got too many…issues.”

      “Oh? What?”

      “Like what we talked about before. He keeps too much to himself. After all these months I still don't know him.”

      “You could get to know him by dating him.”

      “Since when did you become such a match-maker, honey?”

      “Since seeing how lonely you are, Momma.”

      “You don't want me to make a mistake like I did last time, do you?”

      “Hell, no! Dumbo was a total disaster.”

      “His name was George. But you're right. He was a disaster. No more online dating for me.”

      “So here Jack is, right in front of you. No computers involved. He treats you nice. He doesn't call you names like Dad did. He listens to you. He's even nice to me, and older guys can be pretty uptight around people like me.”

      “People like you?”

      “Young people.” She smiled. “Opinionated adolescents.”

      Chloe returned the smile and shook her head. “I don't know, darling. There's a part of me that wants to try but another part that tells me to be careful. I think my guy radar doesn't work very well.”

      “Well, think about it, Mom. Now I gotta jump in the shower.”

      

      After dinner, Kaitlynn was up and out of the door before the dishes had been cleared from the table.

      “Back by 10:00, sweetie.”

      “Sure thing, Mom.”

      Chloe opened the dishwasher, while Jack removed the last dishes from the table and set them in the sink. Before she knew what she was doing, she blurted out, “Hey, Mr. Handyman, want to go to a movie?”

      Jack stopped in mid-stride. “S-sure,” he stammered.

      “We don't have to, if you have other plans. I was just thinking out loud.”

      “N-no. That's fine. You just caught me off guard.”

      “We can still get to the earlier show if we hurry. I don't want to be out late. I like going to church in the morning.”

      “Okay, Chloe.”

      The awkwardness of the moment was not lost on Chloe. She finished stowing the dishes in the dishwasher and turned on the machine. “Let me run a comb through my hair, and we can go.”

      Jack drove. Chloe felt uncomfortable with the silence in the car and tried to make small talk.

      “This film's got pretty good reviews. You know anything about it?”

      “I don't read the paper, and I don't turn the TV on much.” He said nothing else.

      Mercifully, they arrived at the theater and pulled into the parking lot. Chloe insisted on buying the tickets. She was glad for the darkness of the auditorium and the legitimate excuse not to attempt further conversation.

      

      Afterward, they walked to where Jack had parked the car. Chloe was fumbling in her purse to take her phone off silent.

      Suddenly, Jack shouted, “Look out, Chloe!” He grabbed her and pivoted on his heels, sweeping her out of the path of a distracted driver. Jack lost his balance and fell backward with Chloe on top of him. He grunted when he hit the pavement.

      Chloe scrambled to her feet. “Are you okay, Jack?” She leaned over and extended her hand to help him up.

      He regained his feet and twisted his shoulders back and forth. “Yeah, I'm all right. A little shook up.”

      “Thank you, Jack. That car was going way too fast.” She looked at him and smiled. “You know, I think that's the first time you've touched me in the eight months we've known each other.” She had hoped he would take the comment as lightly as she had intended it, but Jack lowered his face and shrank backward.

      They drove home in silence after that, other than for Jack's cursory statement that he had enjoyed the film.

      “No need to get out, Jack,” Chloe said when he pulled into her driveway. “Thanks again.” She unlocked her front door and entered the house. “Whew!” she said aloud to the empty kitchen. “Kind of like a visit to the dentist.”

      

      Sunday was gone in a flash and Monday dawned all too soon. The so-called marine layer seemed to be installed permanently over the town these last few days. She awoke, looked out her bedroom window at the clouds and fog, and walked out to the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. How long will the gray last today? she thought. It had lasted until sunset yesterday, and she was getting tired of the day-long twilight. But the wind's not blowing today, and that's a plus. She needed to get down to the beach and run. She had quit her run the day before yesterday when the wind came up so strongly, she felt sand-blasted on the beach. She smiled when she recalled a friend saying, “Don't like the weather in Oregon? Just wait a minute.”

      The smell of the brewing coffee began to banish the cobwebs of sleep, and she realized she was hungry. An egg over easy perched on a slice of toast would be just about right. She poured herself a cup of coffee while she heated the pan. She popped a slice of bread into the toaster and cracked an egg. Within a few minutes, she was enjoying her breakfast and looking at the clock, calculating how much time it would take her to shower, get dressed, and get to work. No run this morning, but maybe tonight if I'm not too tired. Then she cocked her head as if she had forgotten something. She picked up her phone and checked her calendar. Krav Maga for her and Kaitlynn was tomorrow. They had been taking the Israeli martial arts class together twice a week for almost a year now, and both enjoyed it.

      She relished the hot astringency of the coffee and took another sip. As she put a forkful of toast and egg into her mouth, she thought about her movie date with Jack. Was it even worth another attempt? Maybe he just doesn’t find me attractive.

      But those thoughts triggered her uncertainties, that low self-esteem that had haunted her long before her husband had abandoned her. The original wound was from her father, who had left her mother when Chloe was only six-years-old. She had never seen him again. Then her ex-husband tore that scar open. Now this turmoil was threatening to make the wound fester again.

      She finished her breakfast and went to the bathroom to shower. As she stripped out of her pajamas, she looked at herself in the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door. On days like today, it was hard not to judge herself by her appearance, that skin-deep-only beauty that was the residue of her history of abuse. Had she infected her daughter with the same self-doubt, diminishing her wit and intelligence?

      The shower was perfunctory. She would wash her hair tomorrow. For now, she had to dress, put on her makeup, and get to work before Ashley could snarl at her for being late. She liked working IT, but her boss could be a royal pain.

      She was happy that pantyhose had gone out of fashion, recalling the hundreds of times she had wriggled into those torturous garments. Invented by someone who never had to put them on, no doubt, she thought. She selected a short yellow dress from the closet, a favorite of hers that always made her feel good. After a final application of lip gloss and another brush through her hair, she went to wake up Kaitlynn.

      “Hey, sleepyhead. How's my senior-who's-graduating-at-the-top-of-her-class doing? You don't want to be late today, do you?”

      “How could I be late?” the yawning adolescent retorted, her eyes closed. “It's still the middle of the night.”

      “It's 7:30 and you gotta get up. I'll make you an egg if you want, but I'm gonna have to leave for work soon.”

      “I don't need an egg. I'll help myself to a cup of coffee, and I'll be good to go,” Kaitlynn said around a huge yawn.

      “OK, darling. I'm outta here. See you tonight. Oh, and remember not to make any plans for tomorrow night. We've got Krav Maga.”

      “I'm getting a little tired of that martial arts stuff, Momma. You gonna recruit me into the Mossad or something?”

      “Honey, it's important to be able to defend yourself. You know there's a lot of bad people out there.”

      “I know, Mom. See you tonight.”

      Chloe hurried to the garage and got into her car. The black Ford Fusion was a month old, and she had to admit, she liked driving it. Getting a new car after her old Accord bit the dust was a good decision. Now she had to see if this one would be as reliable as the other had been.

      She drove down the hill and through the center of Driftwood, if it could be called a center. The town was essentially a series of small shops, eateries, and motels two blocks up from the ocean, strung along Highway 101 for several miles. Her original impression had been honky tonk, but she had grown to love the small beach community, with its thriving artists' co-op and large group of independent writers. She had also become accustomed to the vacation traffic through town—people from Portland and Salem and Eugene, whose summer business supported the inns and restaurants through the slow, rainy days of winter.

      Within ten minutes, she was pulling into the parking lot at Coastal Information Technologies, a nondescript office building a few blocks off 101. She was ready to begin another day in what she and her friends in the department referred to as “the salt mines.”

      “Well, hi there, Chloe,” said Cheryl, from behind the reception desk inside the entrance. “You're lookin’ a little down today. What's up, if you don’t mind me askin’?”

      “A generous dose of relationship blues, if you know what I mean,” Chloe responded.

      “Indeed, I do, Chloe. Indeed, I do.”

      Chloe ran up the stairs and booted up her computer. Ashley walked by her cubicle.

      “Right on the money today, Chloe,” she said, tapping her wrist watch.

      “You know I like to be punctual, Ms. Altamont. And I want to earn my merit increase next month.”

      “Well, keep it up, Chloe,” she said, as she walked away.

      It was hard to concentrate. She kept resurrecting images of the weekend with Jack. Was it all a mistake? Were there too many warning signs to pursue anything more than the handyman relationship that benefited both of them?

      She visited with Indie at lunch time. Indie was her breath-of-fresh-air friend—a witty, intuitive woman who was not afraid to broadcast her opinions to anyone who would listen, full-speed-ahead-and-damn-the-torpedoes. Indie made her laugh, with her razor-sharp critiques of people, politics, and religion always spot-on and often hilarious. It wasn’t just her body that was large. She was generous to a fault, with a booming voice that could fill a room with her presence. Her dark, unruly hair and her mischievous eyes would always brighten Chloe’s mood. Chloe loved her.

      “Dump the turkey!” Indie announced in no uncertain terms. “Don’t settle. You deserve better. Either he’s got some big goddamn secret or he’s so ‘relationally challenged’ that you should beat feet while you still can.” She took another bite of her ham and cheese sandwich. “I read about a serial killer once that was like that. Sweet-as-pie with the ladies until they let down their guard. Then his hands were around their throats, and his knife was in their bellies!”

      “Indie, for heaven’s sake. Jack’s not like that. He really is a kind and generous guy. He’s done such great work for me around the house. It's just…I don’t know. I can’t figure him out. He lets me talk. He’s sensitive to most of what I have to say, but he doesn’t disclose anything about himself. I can’t read him.”

      “Serial killer, like I said,” Indie commented, a little fleck of sandwich flying from her mouth. She took a long drink of water. “Or maybe he got his balls shot off in Iraq or Afghanistan. Or he’s secretly married to somebody else. Ever think he might be gay?”

      Chloe laughed. “You are something else, Indie. Shall we go shopping over the weekend?”

      “Well, I'll have to check with my social secretary and see if I can squeeze you in,” Indie said with a smile.

      “How about Sunday afternoon after church?” Chloe frowned briefly. “Church has been a nice time for me and Kaitlynn. At least it used to be. Something has gotten into that kid lately. She doesn’t seem to want to come with me anymore.”

      “Graduation-itis?”

      “I hope that’s all it is. Anyway, the afternoon is wide open. What do you think?”

      “I think it sounds good. I need a new summer blouse and maybe a pair of shoes.”

      “Okay. I'll pick you up around 2:00. But anyway, I gotta get back to my desk before Countess Dracula comes stalking me.”

      “I always carry a wooden stake in my purse for just such emergencies.”

      Both friends stood up and left the small eatery.

      “See you tomorrow for lunch,” Chloe said.

      The afternoon went smoothly, with no more than the usual number of entreaties from staff to come fix their machines QUICK! because they couldn’t print a document or access the Internet or open their email AND I NEED IT RIGHT NOW!

      The clouds had broken up by the time she left work, and she luxuriated in the feeling of the sunshine on her skin as she walked to the parking lot. If she were remembering correctly, Kaitlynn had band practice after school and probably wouldn't be home until after 7:00. That gave her two precious hours of alone time, and on a whim, she stopped at the market and picked up a bottle of Viognier and a tuna filet that would be perfect seared with spices. Elegant eating for me tonight! That put an extra bounce in her step.

      Once back home, she tossed the car keys into the bowl on the table near the entryway and walked into the kitchen to find her corkpull. With the bottle of wine open and poured, she set the tuna on the counter to warm up to room temperature and walked out onto the back deck to sip her wine and unwind from work. The cool, crisp acidity of the drink was just what her tongue needed.

      Though her house was several long blocks from the beach, it sat high up on a hill and its angle of elevation brought the sounds of the surf to her ears while muting the sounds of traffic on 101. She looked down toward the water, where the sun hung low over the gentle swells. The sea was flat and the wind was still. In the distance, she saw a spout and then another, haloed by the brilliant sun. A dark fluke appeared briefly and then disappeared beneath the surface. Gray whales. Her favorites. I love summer, she thought, as she deeply inhaled the fragrant salt air. And I love my house by the sea and my life with my daughter. My love life could stand some improvement, but I’m pretty damn content overall. She took another sip of wine and let the gentle breeze massage her skin.

      As the stress of the day left her, she thought again about her handyman. “You may be a sweet guy,” she said aloud, “but you don't know jack about women.” She wondered again if she should risk pursuing a dating relationship with him or if she should follow Indie’s advice and be done with him. Maybe she didn’t need her “counselor” anymore.

      And then her phone rang. She set down her glass and swiped the screen to answer it. It was Jack.

      “Your ears must have been burning,” she said. “I was just talking to myself about you.” She paused to let him speak, but she heard only silence. “Okay, I’ll cut to the chase. Do you think we should be dating?”

      “I’m sorry?” Jack managed on the other end. “I’m not sure what to say.”

      “Try this,” she coached. ‘“Chloe, I know I’ve been too private, not telling you what was on my mind. Not sharing my feelings with you. Expecting you to carry on conversations all by yourself. Listening but not opening up to you as you have to me. I’m sorry about all that, and I’m gonna change, starting tonight.’ And you say that last part with real determination, you know?”

      There was a long pause. Just as Chloe was about to fill the void, Jack said, “I can’t, Chloe. I can’t be the man you need in your life. I know that’s not fair to you and that’s why I called. I don’t think we should get involved. Let me just be your handyman when you need me.”

      Chloe felt disappointed, in spite of all her misgivings. “Maybe Indie was right. You can’t talk about yourself because you’ve got a string of bodies buried up and down the I-5 corridor.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just a joke. So, you’re gay or you’re secretly married to somebody else and I’m called out at musical chairs because I’m the last one standing when the music stops.”

      “It’s not like that, Chloe. You’re a fantastic person. I only wish…” His voice trailed off.

      “Wish what, Jack? Wish I would just shut up and leave you alone? Well, it must be your lucky night. Goodbye, Jack.” She ended the call.

      She laid her phone down. Why am I reacting so strongly? Do I care more about him than I’m admitting to myself? She raised her wine glass in a mock toast. “Thanks for ruining a perfectly lovely evening, Jack.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            GUM AND BREATH MINTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack knew it wasn't fair for him to get involved with Chloe. She needed a long-term relationship. She needed to be married again, and he couldn't offer her that, not with his history. He couldn't marry her or anyone else. He smiled ruefully when he wondered if she would even be his friend if she knew who he really was, what burdens he was dragging with him. I've got more chains than Marley's ghost, he thought, shaking his head at the silly recollection of the Muppets version of A Christmas Carol.

      So, what am I doing? Why do I want her so badly? He finally answered his question by finding the bottle of Bushmill's he had hidden away the day he had gone into rehab. He unscrewed the cap and jettisoned his 300 days of sobriety.

      As the alcohol began to dull his senses, he looked around the living room of his small house. To call it spartan would be an extravagance it didn't deserve. He had the necessary furniture, but little else. There were no pictures adding color to the drab walls, no decorations of any kind on the coffee table and end tables, no flat screen TV in the corner. The only music he had came from an antique CD player dating back to the Gulf War. His sponsor Ray had looked in the front door once and called Jack's house “an experiment in minimalism,” but no amount of persuasion or cajoling on his part had had any impact on getting Jack to make his house more of a home.

      

      “It is a home,” he had insisted.

      “Sure,” had been Ray's response. “For a monk or a hermit. What's with you anyway?”

      “I live frugally.”

      

      He harrumphed those thoughts away and walked into the bedroom. He knew the whiskey would help him fall asleep, might even mute the screaming he sometimes heard just as he was dropping off, that dying scream of his best friend. But he also knew he would be awake in a few hours, his mouth as dry as sand, his bladder full, his mind reeling with self-loathing.

      

      He squinted at the morning, his head pounding, his stomach sour. Sure, I drank too much, but not as much as I did a year ago when I wound up in residential treatment. Back then he had been appreciative that Tranquility Park hadn't fired him immediately. The drug and alcohol clinic where he worked had been willing to keep him on as a living testimonial to its patients that they could indeed fight their way back to sobriety and maintain it. He was certain the Park would not be pleased that he had relapsed after abstaining for ten months. He winced when he thought about getting up before his AA group and admitting it to them. No coin for me, I guess. He had to call his sponsor.

      He blamed Chloe, but he knew that was only a weak ploy—what he told his alcohol clients was blame-gaming, when they tried to pin their drug and alcohol problems on their spouses or their kids or their parents. Chloe wanted to move their relationship to another level, but he couldn't let that happen, no matter how badly he wanted it.

      He shuddered when he remembered the last time a woman had attempted a relationship with him. Laurie was two years his junior, with a caustic wit and a love of quirky Coen Brothers movies. She worked as a nurse in the alcohol and drug program in upper New York State which had hired Jack right out of graduate school.

      Her first words to him had been, “Pretty old to be just getting your degree. Where you been? Off in the Peace Corps or something?”

      And his cryptic response, which she later characterized as “typical Jacksonian,” had been simply, “Something like that.”

      Jack had described their relationship as accidental, explaining to himself that he wasn't looking for a partner, but that their frequent contact at work and her obvious attraction to him made a relationship outside of work inevitable.

      He frowned at the recollection. He had been attracted to her as well, but felt bound by the promise he had made many years ago, a promise he could not disclose to her. There were nights he ached with loneliness, when he longed to be close to her, to have her next to him in his bed, but he restrained himself. That holding back began to poison their relationship. What had begun as a pleasant companionship soon filled with hurt and suspicion. Unable to understand his rejection of her advances, Laurie accused him of seeing someone else. Worse, Jack refused to explain himself, fueling her jealousy and inflaming her suspicions even more. Work became awkward and difficult, with brief verbal sparring matches in the hall in between seeing patients. His supervisor finally took him aside, complaining that he and Laurie were disrupting good patient care. Unwilling to further jeopardize Laurie's job, Jack resigned his position and left New York.

      He didn't stop running until he reached Oregon.

      

      Jack called his sponsor before he showered and had breakfast. “I drank last night, Ray.” His voice was flat and emotionless.

      “So why didn't you call me last night? That's why I'm here. You know that. Whydja wait till now?”

      “I don't know. Feeling sorry for myself, I guess. Girlfriend problems. You know how it is.”

      “You got any alcohol left in the house?”

      Jack could see the bottle on his nightstand, mute testimony to his relapse. “There's a couple fingers' worth left in the bottle.”

      “So put the phone down and go empty it out in the sink. I'll stay on the line till it's done.”

      “There's no need, Ray. I'll take care of it.”

      “Is that more of your stinkin' thinkin', buddy? Who you tryin' to convince?”

      Jack sighed and did as his sponsor asked. For just a moment, he was tempted to toss off the dregs of the bottle in one great swallow, but he thought better of it and poured it down the drain. He went back to the phone.

      “Mission accomplished, Ray,” he said, again without any discernible feeling.

      “So how did it happen? Whatcha gonna do different today to get back on the wagon and stay there? I'm not judging you, man, but this is serious.”

      “Chloe and I had a…misunderstanding last night.” He sighed again. “She wants something I can't deliver.”

      “Like what? What can'tcha give her?”

      “Myself,” Jack said. “I think she wants more than I can give her. I just can't.”

      “Don't you love Chloe? You spend a lotta time with her. I thought that whole handyman thing was just a way of being around her.”

      “I don't know, Ray.”

      “You got any problems gettin' it up? Cuz I know a good doctor.”

      “No, no, Ray. The plumbing works. But the whole dating and marriage thing just isn't in the cards for me.”

      “Well, you're gonna have to get on top of this. 'Specially if it's a risk to your sobriety.”

      “I know. I know. That'll be my priority today. But I gotta get ready for work. Thanks for being there, Ray.”

      “Don't thank me. Just don't drink today. Whad'ya need to do to keep yourself from crash-landin' again?”

      “I'll go to an extra meeting tonight. Don't they have one over at St. Andrew's at seven o'clock?”

      “Seven-thirty. Guys only. I'll be there expectin' you,” Ray said. “One day at a time. Remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember. One day at a time. See you tonight, Ray.” He ended the call and went to shower.

      

      At work, he chewed gum and sucked on breath mints all morning, hoping his clients and his supervisor wouldn't smell alcohol when he spoke to them. He relaxed somewhat after lunch, but then became increasingly anxious at the prospect of facing an AA group and his sponsor later that night. He felt like a child forced to admit his wrongdoing to his overly strict parents. More stinking thinking, he told himself. Shame is my enemy. I have to snap out of it.

      When the time came, he met Ray in the parking lot of the Episcopal Church. Ray was sitting there in his battered Ford F-150 pickup, door open, chain-smoking Marlboros. He had the face of a brawler who had been around the block—crooked nose from a bar fight when he was twenty-one-years-old, scars on his face and knuckles, chipped front tooth, five-day-old stubble on his chin, and swarthy complexion that made determining his ethnic background iffy at best. He bit down on the cigarette filter while grinning and extending his hand.

      “Worried you might chicken out, buddy, but you made it. Good for you.” He shook Jack's hand vigorously.

      “Those things'll kill you, Ray,” Jack said, pointing to his friend's cigarette.

      “I'm countin' on it, man. Somethin' besides alcohol better take me out.”

      “Remind me. How long have you been sober?”

      “Comin' up on fifteen years. I'm pretty prouda that. But we better get inside.”

      It was a fairly large all-male group, sitting on metal folding chairs on the bare concrete floor of the stark church basement. St. Andrew's had fallen on hard times several years before and had never been able to finish its plans for the basement, which had included tiled floors, several classrooms, and a kitchen. Now the basement sat empty, except for several racks of folding chairs used by the AA and NA meetings the church hosted. The youngest man in this group looked to be about twenty and the oldest looked like he might be pushing seventy. All were casually dressed in jeans and short-sleeved shirts, many of which had packs of cigarettes bulging from the breast pocket or rolled up in a sleeve.

      A slim, white-haired man, whose every step looked painful, walked up to the small lectern in front. “My name is Aaron,” he said, “and I'm an alcoholic.”

      There were spontaneous greetings from the men, welcoming him and urging him to share his story. Jack listened and looked at Ray sitting next to him, nodding his head in silent approval and giving Jack the sign that he expected him to get up in front of the group before the night was over. Jack began mentally rehearsing what he would say.

      Several more men rose to the lectern and told their stories, seeking from the group the support they needed to maintain their sobriety in the face of daily temptations to drink. When Jack's time came, he got up and walked to the front of the room. His mouth was dry and his heart was pounding. At first, he looked out over the crowd, then he lowered his head.

      “My name is Jack, and I'm an alcoholic. I drank last night after three hundred days of sobriety.”

      A hush fell over the men. All eyes were fixed on him as he told his tale. There were murmurs of approval and encouragement, nods of assent, expressions on the faces of some that communicated, “I've been there, too. I've been down that road.” Jack was aware of how much he was censoring, how much he wasn't sharing in this act of public confession.

      Then someone shouted from a back row, “Remember your Steps. Especially Four, Five, Eight, and Nine.”

      Jack stopped in mid-sentence, as though the man had thrown a rock at him. The Twelve Steps were the backbone of Alcoholics Anonymous, the bedrock upon which it was built. The four the man had cited cut to the quick. Have I made a fearless moral inventory? Hardly. Have I admitted to another human being the exact nature of what I've done wrong? Not in decades. Have I made a list of the people I've harmed and made direct amends to them? He shuddered at the thought. Can this group of men see the lie that I am, the deception wrapped in partial truths?

      “That's all I've got for now.” Jack left the podium and returned to his seat.

      Ray was shaking his head, aware something wasn't right. “What was that about?” he whispered.

      “What?”

      “Don't go acting all innocent on me. You know what I mean, Jack.”

      “Look, I gotta go, Ray. I'll call you tomorrow.” With that, Jack arose and rushed out the door to his waiting car.
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      “You want some of this?” Charley Whitehorse extended the coffee pot toward his fellow officer, Tony Esperanza.

      “Not on a bet, Charley. That stuff will stunt your growth.”

      “I'm afraid it already has.” At five-foot-six, the bronze-skinned descendant of the Kalapuyan bands of Western Oregon had been sensitive about his height as a child. That and his name had been the cause of countless fights in elementary and high school. On bad days, he could still hear the taunts and feel the pain of the brawls he didn't always win.

      “I've been meaning to ask you—how did the Tribal Council Meeting go the other night?”

      The Council managed business for the Confederated Tribes of the Grande Ronde Community of Oregon. Whitehorse was a regular attendee and felt a respect from his colleagues he had never known growing up.

      “It went well. They're asking me to help with our grant programs to nonprofits that share our vision for the community.”

      “That sounds good, Charley. I'm happy for you,” Tony said. Physically, he was the polar opposite of Whitehorse, and behind their backs, senior residents of Driftwood made jokes about Mutt and Jeff, a reference to an old and long-gone comic strip. Tall and muscular, he had been a successful jock in high school and college and looked as though he might feel more at home on a football field than sitting behind his cramped steel desk in a small police department. He looked briefly at his computer screen. “What's on the docket for today, buddy?”

      The PD in Driftwood rarely experienced much in the way of excitement. Minor traffic citations, fender benders, the occasional drunk and disorderly complaints over a holiday weekend made up the bulk of their daily work. Rarely, there might be a burglary, usually a break-in of a vacation home left temporarily unoccupied by owners who lived in Portland or Salem.

      “I got a little blip on the radar, Tony.”

      “Oh? What is it?”

      “A string of robberies—convenience stores, mom and pop grocery shops, all little stuff like that.”

      “What town?”

      “That's just it, Tony. It's not just one town. It's only one robbery per town, but it seems to be towns going across the whole state. I'm not sure if anybody else has paid much attention to it, since the losses have been pretty small and nobody's been injured or killed yet. But I saw a pattern.”

      “You always see patterns.” The big man smiled at his partner. “You're a tracker, aren't you?”

      Whitehorse smiled back at him. “I'd like to tell you it's in my genes, Tony. That my granddaddy could track a bull elk over barren rock. Truth is, he sold tires for Goodyear. Made a good living at it though.”

      Esperanza chuckled. “So, what have you got?”

      “Well, I don't know how I caught it, but it looks like it started in Ontario. Take a look at this map. Check the X's and the dates.” He pointed to a highway map he had unfolded on his desk. “From Ontario, he goes to Baker City, Pendleton, Hood River.” His finger was following I-84. “It's all very leisurely. Couple of weeks in between jobs.” Now he traced down the I-5 corridor. “He went south when he hit Portland—down to Woodburn. Then it looks like he made it to Salem and headed over on 22 out to Dallas and Willamina.”

      “He?”

      “I looked into all these reports. Guy comes in dressed in a black hoodie, ski mask over his face. Walks with a limp. Carrying some kind of pistol. One clerk says it was a 9mm. Glock. Anyway, he makes the clerk kneel down behind the counter and convinces them he'll blow their brains out if they try anything funny. Then he empties the register and walks out with a bag of groceries and a six-pack of beer. Same MO every time. A pocketful of cash and food for a week or two. It's gotta be the same guy.”

      “Video surveillance?”

      “Nothing worth a damn. He somehow avoids any cameras in the parking lots, so nobody knows what he's driving. And with the hoodie and the ski mask, we're pretty much in the dark.”

      “You said he was going slow? That it's a couple of weeks between jobs? What's that all about?”

      “I think he's having fun. Holes up in a motel or camps out. Drinks a few beers. Munches a sandwich. It's like a goddamn road trip. And I'll bet he didn't just start in Oregon. I wonder how far across the country he's come.”

      Esperanza stroked his chin and scratched his left ear. “So where are you going with this, tracker?”

      Whitehorse fingered the brightly colored dream catcher that hung from the lamp on his desk. “Two worries. Or better, three. Number one—he's not done. He's gonna keep it up. I think he's got some goal in mind, some overall plan. Not just sight-seeing our lovely state. He's on a mission. Number two—he's been pretty lucky so far. But it's only a matter of time before a clerk or a store manager or a customer pushes back. Is he gonna start shooting? Is he gonna add murder to his rap sheet? Number three—and this is the one that bugs me. I think he’s heading our way. He could show up in Driftwood any time.”

      “You're just full of good news this morning, partner. So, what do you want to do about it?”

      “Let's get the word out. Tell your friend—what's his name?—Brian Maloney over in Timberjack. Call the gang down in Newport. Let's keep everybody in the loop.”

      “I guess it can't hurt, Charley.” Esperanza walked back to his desk and picked up the phone. He turned and looked at his comrade-in-arms. “Let's just hope we catch this guy before it all goes south. I don't want to kick off the summer with a blood bath in one of our shops.”

      “Amen to that, brother.”
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      When Sunday came, Kaitlynn insisted that she wanted to sleep in, despite Chloe's efforts to rouse her.

      “I went to church with Tessa last night, Mom,” she mumbled in her half-sleep, as she pulled the covers back over her head.

      Kaitlynn hadn't attended church with her in several weeks. She had become enamored of the Catholic Church in town and was attending a weekly youth group there on Wednesday nights and going to Mass with her best friend on Saturday evenings or Sunday mornings. Chloe was also concerned that her daughter seemed moodier ever since the three-day IT conference Chloe had attended in Sacramento two months ago. What's going on, sweetie? Did something happen while I was away? Chloe dismissed her worry for now, but promised herself to have a long talk with her daughter in the very near future.

      Now Chloe was earlier than she had anticipated, since she didn't have to wait upon her slow-moving adolescent. Although she usually went to the nondenominational church near the edge of town, that service wouldn't start for an hour and a half. She turned on her laptop and discovered that the Catholic Church Kaitlynn had been attending had a Mass in fifteen minutes.

      “Oh, well,” she said aloud. “I suppose it won't kill me. And maybe I'll get to see that priest Kaitlynn and Tessa have been talking about.”

      As she got into her car, she realized that it had been many years since she'd seen the inside of a Catholic Church. Her mother had raised her Catholic, but as a late adolescent, Chloe became painfully aware of the Church's negative stance toward birth control. It made no sense to her, and it became the deal-breaker in her affiliation with Catholicism. Later, when she explored other churches as an adult, she was surprised at how intimate and exciting her faith became. Will I even recognize the Catholic Church now?

      The morning air was the breath of the sea. Little puffs of fog, like wandering clouds, filled every valley and gilded every leaf and blade of grass with a glistening sheen of moisture.

      She stopped for a coffee along the way and was still sipping it as she pulled into the parking lot at St. Sebastian's. She loved the bitter heat of morning coffee in her mouth and sat for a while to savor it before going in. Then she spotted Jack walking in the front entrance. Her heart began to pound. I didn’t know he went to church here. What if he sees me? What do I say to him?

      She hesitated briefly, wondering if she should just turn around and go home rather than risk encountering him. Ultimately, she dismissed her uneasiness and walked into the church. Her years of childhood training came back to her, and she remembered the protocol. She briefly went down on her right knee in the aisle before entering the pew and sitting down. Genuflecting, she told herself. I can do this. Six rows ahead of her, she saw the back of Jack's head.

      Soon the congregation was standing and singing an entrance hymn as the priest and his servers began to walk down the center aisle toward the altar. She remembered being flanked by her mother and father in church when she couldn't have been more than seven- or eight-years-old. Church was so mysterious then, with its arcane incantations and its garments that she later came to think of as relics from a Medieval passion play. To her child's wide eyes, it was a spectacle like no other.

      When Communion time came, she saw that, unlike in her church, which handed out trays of wafers and miniature plastic cups of grape juice to the congregants, everyone here had to get up and walk to the front of the church, where the priest and several other people handed out the wafers individually, and those people who wanted to took a sip of wine from a golden chalice. As she looked ahead at the procession to the altar, she noticed that Jack was the only person in his pew who did not go up to receive Communion.

      When the Communion service was done and the remainder of the wafers was restored to the tabernacle where it was kept, the priest recited a concluding prayer and finished by saying, “The Mass is ended. Go in peace to love and serve the Lord.” The organ chimed in and everyone stood as the priest and his servers left the altar.

      Chloe genuflected hastily and rushed out, unwilling to confront Jack, completely at a loss for what she might say to him. She got into her car and was in the process of starting it when she heard a tap on her driver's side window. It was Jack. She rolled the window down halfway.

      “Hi, Chloe,” he said. “I didn't know you were Catholic.”

      “I'm not. Are you?”

      Jack hesitated for a moment. “Yeah. Goes back a long way. My family and all. Hey, I wanted to talk with you about our last phone call.”

      “Well…I mean…we don’t have to…” She faltered, her cheeks burning.

      Jack hung his head. In a voice barely above a whisper, he asked, “Can we go someplace and talk?”

      She took a breath. “I don’t know, Jack. What…what’s left to say?”

      “Let me have ten minutes of your time. That's all I ask.”

      Against her better judgment, she conceded. “Okay. Okay. Meet me at The Reef.”

      The Reef Coffee Shop had been their only hangout, notwithstanding the campy pirate ambience. The Jolly Roger was prominently displayed on the wall behind the counter, and treasure chests and crossed swords dominated the other walls and shelves. Darby Gallaway, the owner, made a big show when kids were present, donning a black eye patch and a pirate's broad-brimmed hat, and shouting, “Ahoy, matey!” while he handed each a free cookie. As far as Chloe was concerned, Gallaway's cheese Danish and dark roast coffee were the perfect starters for a day on the Oregon coast. Chloe put in her order and turned at the jangling bells as Jack entered.

      “You want your regular?” she inquired nervously. When he nodded, she ordered a medium coffee and an apple turnover. She grabbed some napkins and went to their usual table in the corner. She sat facing Jack, an unreadable expression on her face.

      “Thanks, Chloe,” he said. He looked uncomfortable sitting there, fidgeting in his chair, as though forced against his will to engage with her. “There's so much I can't tell you, but I want you to understand, and I don't want to hurt you any more than I already have.”

      She thought back to her marriage. Her ex-husband’s words filled her head, making her question why she had thought anyone would ever be interested in her again.

      “What I can tell you is that in another life I had a job that demanded the utmost confidentiality and secrecy.”

      That jolted her out of her self-doubt. “Were you like a spy or something? Did you work for the CIA?”

      Just then they were interrupted by Gallaway, bearing their coffee and pastries. He put them on the table and walked away.

      “No, no, not like that, Chloe. More like the confidentiality that doctors and lawyers have to maintain about their clients. Anyway, I found out that one of my…” He seemed to struggle to find the right word. “clients… was committing a crime and I felt I had to report it to the police. When I did, I got…” Again, he paused, as though uncertain how to say what he meant. “hounded out of my profession. It got so bad with the newspapers and TV that I had to move far away and start my life over.”

      “Did you leave a wife behind?” she asked bluntly, shocking herself with her boldness, but relieved to finally say it aloud. “Are you married?”

      “No, Chloe. Word of honor. I'd love to continue our friendship, but I'd be selfish to trap you in a…sexless relationship.” He lowered his voice. “Please understand. I’d love to be with you. But I've made some promises I have to keep.”

      Nibbling on her Danish, she let her curiosity take over. “What kind of promises?”

      “It's complicated. Whether that can change in the future, I'm not sure. I just know I love spending time with you. I love listening to your point of view. I enjoy all those little chores you ask me to do. The dinners you've made for me at your home. And I love Kaitlynn. She's been really sweet to me.”

      “But…?”

      “But date other guys. Guys who could offer you a better future than an aging, underpaid, drug and alcohol counselor.”

      She looked down at the table, willing herself not to cry. He’s just saying that to be nice. He doesn’t really think anyone would be interested in me. I don’t know why I put myself out there. Steadying herself, she took another sip of coffee, letting the caffeine boost her confidence.

      “I don’t know, Jack. I'm still not sure I know any more about you than I did before you started talking.” She put her cup down and dabbed at her lips with her napkin. “Let me think about it, Okay?” She shook her head, wondering why she was still attracted to him, despite everything.

      Chloe arose and pushed her chair back from the table. “In the spirit of friendship, I'll let you pick up the tab,” she said with a small smile. She turned and walked to the door, nodding at the owner as she left. “See you later, Darby.”

      
      When Chloe got home, Kaitlynn was up and nursing a cup of coffee at the kitchen table. “Hey, sleepyhead. Glad you're back among the living.” She put her purse down on the counter and turned back to her daughter. “I think I'm going to go shopping today with Indie. You got plans?”

      “I'm gonna meet up with Tessa at the mall.”

      “Okay. Hey, guess what? I went to that Catholic Church you've been going to, and I bumped into none other.”

      “Jack? What exactly is the story with you guys? Are you dating or not?”

      “Not, but that bugs me more than I wish it did. He wants to be friends, whatever that means. If I had known he was going to be at that church, I probably wouldn't
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