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[image: ]


My friends, if I can even call them that, left me stranded in a sea of bodies on the Washington Mall like I was something easy to forget. I still don’t fully understand why they thought I would enjoy the Cherry Blossom Festival. 

Ashley had been nudging me for weeks about it, sending me articles about the bloom forecast and pictures of the tidal basin turning pink. I agreed because she asked and the version of me that used to say no to everything hadn’t been doing me any favors. So I went, reluctantly. Now look at me, standing in the middle of a crowd that is pressing in loud and suffocating me from every direction. I watched my friends disappear into the crowd like smoke.

The crowd swallowed me whole. Hands brushed my arms; bodies moved against me without an apology. I pushed back looking for an escape, any escape where I could find clean air and my breath.  The fear started to grow in my chest, the way it always did, small and certain but with claws that was settling in for the long day. I forced myself to breath. 

My therapist, well my old one I had back home in Ohio, used to tell me to focus on the one thing in front of me. Find that one thing, and stay with it. Let everything else become noise. What was in front of me was a man’s back. He was tall with dark hair and moving through the crowd with the unhurried certainty of someone who had never once been afraid of a room full of people. 

I focused on the back of his head the way my therapist had told me to focus and it actually helped. That was until a gust of warm spring wind came off the water and knocked me off balance and into the man in front of me. I gripped his jacket, and his hand swung up ended with a lock of my hair tangled around his fingers. 

Instead of focusing on what was keeping me calm, I was now making direct eye contact with a stranger who was looking down at his hand. He froze. I froze. He looked as startled as I felt, which was in a strange way, slightly comforting.

I couldn’t stop staring at the strands of my hair caught between his fingers. They were pieces of me he wasn’t ready to let go. He shook them loose a moment later, apologizing several times in a low voice before I could even respond. I stepped back in response and pressed my palms against my thighs because my hands were trembling and I didn’t want him to see it.

The crowd kept moving around us. I needed my phone. I yanked my purse off my shoulder and dug into it, past the lip balm and the transit card and the receipts I kept meaning to throw away and the small notebook I carried everywhere since I had learned that writing things down was the only reliable way to keep them from dissolving. No phone. I dug deeper. Still nothing.

“Where is it?” I asked myself. “Great. Just fucking great. This is all I need today.” 

I tossed items onto the ground one by one. Wallet. Lip balm. The notebook. A pen. Half a granola bar I had no memory of putting in there. The phone was not in my purse. I checked my jacket pocket. Nothing. I stood there in the middle of the crowd with my belongings at my feet and the beginnings of actual tears behind my eyes and thought, I should have stayed home. 

A bench fifty feet away materialized through the crowd like a gift from a practical God. It was the ugliest green painted iron bench, two slats missing on the back, covered in the grime of ten thousand other people who had needed a moment to collect themselves in public. But in the same breath, it was the most beautiful thing I had seen all day.

I wove through the crowd to reach it and sat down with the gratitude of someone who had been on their feet for a very long time. I tipped my face up toward the sun allowing the warmth to enveloped me. I closed my eyes and breathed. 

The dream I had the night before came flooding back which was unusual because my dreams had not been without nightmares in a long time. It didn’t show anything I could grasp onto but a sensation flowing through me barely out of  my reach. I had woken up with the feeling still settled in my chest, strange, gentle, and unexplainable, maybe a shift was about to enter my life. 

“Sonja!”

My eyes snappped open. Shana and Ashley were running towards me across the lawn, which was quite a sight. Shana’s long black hair of the week streamed behind her as she moved. How she ran in five-inch heels I genuinely could not explain. She was six feet of pure forward momentum, who commanded attention when she enter a space. She looked furious as she was sweating through her V-neck tee shirt that was already straining at the seam. 

Shana believed she could speak to people any way she wanted. I repeatedly told her time and time again she can’t speak her mind without repercussions.  One day she will catch someone having a bad day and end up seriously hurt. But I know nothing. Her words.

Behind her, Ashley had stopped twice to catch her breath, her auburn hair plastered to her porcelain forehead, her lopsided sunglasses sliding to the end of her nose. Her double-Ds were doing their own thing as she ran. 

Ashley and I have been best friends since before the playpen. Most of my life, I envied her bubbly personality. Her zest for life. Her ability to make friends with just a simple smile. Her large personality matched her five feet petite and curvaceous body. As she started running, men and women watched her body move to an uneven hypnotic rhythm. In their eyes desire, envy, and hunger reflected. 

Ashley met Shana about nine years ago in college. They were roomed together. For the first two months, Ashley called me crying about her devil of a roommate. And how late at night, she imagined placing her pillow over Shana’s face and suffocating her. One night, Ashley pulled back and slapped Shana hard across her face. She said she left her small palm print on Shana’s cheek. Since that day, they have been friends. I forced myself to adopt her friendship when I moved here.

I watched them come and felt the tension travel from my shoulders and rested tightly in my neck. Shana reached me first, staring me down. Her forehead knitted together. Her eyes held the heat of a woman who had been worried and had converted the worry directly into anger.

“Why the hell did you run off?” she demanded.  Drops of perfect applied makeup on her smooth deep brown skin streaked down her neck. 

“I didn’t. You two left me standing there.” The words came out louder than I intended.

“Sonj, we didn’t move.” Ashley arrived half a minute later, pressing one hand to her side. “You started spinning in circles in confusion. And then you just disappeared on us.”

“I didn’t spin. I was looking for you.”

“Well, we were standing right next to you”

“Well obviously, I didn’t see you.”

Ashley and Shana exchanged a look over my head that I was not supposed to see. Ashley with a worried expression in her honey-colored eyes. Shana with red heat dancing behind her coffee brown eyes.

“Here.” Shana slapped my phone in my palm with a force that sent a hot sting up my arm. “You dropped it when you started dumping your whole life on the ground.”

My hand shook. Blood formed in my mouth from biting down on my tongue before I could say what I wanted to say.  I wanted to take my now red hand and wrap them around Shana’s neck. I’m not a violent person but Shana makes me understand how people snap.

I looked at my phone. There was no new damage except the crack that has been on the face for the last three months. 

“Thanks,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Why are you mad at me? You’re the one who wandered off.”

“I didn’t wander.” I swiped at the annoying sweat bead gunning for my breast.

“Whatever, Sonja,” Shana snapped.

“Shana.” Ashley’s porcelain face had gone pink. “Stop.”

Shana rolled her eyes and looked away, but she stopped, which was a much as you could ask from Shana on a good day. 

I stood up and brushed off my jeans. “Where to now?” I asked Ashley turning my back on Shana.

“I’m starved.” Ashley said, already recovering. Her smile already returning because that was what Ashley did. She reset faster than anyone I had ever known.

“Sushi? There is a place two blocks over.” 

“Eww, raw fish? I’ll pass,” I said with disgust. My stomach gurgled in protest.

“You have a misunderstanding of what sushi is. It will be easier to show you then explain. It’s time for you to explore your wild side.”

“Is there somewhere else we can eat, so I can reserve my wild side for something more important?” I pleaded.

“You need to stop living inside the box you call your apartment and bring your ass on here.” Shana grabbed my other arm. And because it was either that or stand on the Mall alone with my cracked phone and my confusing dram feelings. I let them pull me along. 
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I moved in slow motion behind the girls, my legs reluctant with every step, my nervous system still recalibrating from the crowd. The clicking of heels on pavement, the fragments of conversation from strangers on either side of us, the distant music from the festival behind us, all if it pressed in at once and I kept my eyes on Ashley’s back and told myself that moving forwards was the same thing as being fine. 

Around me, the city went about its business without any concern for what was happening inside my head, which was how cities works. A woman walked past talking into her phone, her voice low and bruised.

“Girl, I gave him the best year of my life. I can’t get that year back. I know. I know you told me. But I love him. He just didn’t love me back.” The suffering in her voice found me the way suffering always does, quiet and direct, settling somewhere in the chest without asking permission.

A man in a suit moved in the opposite direction, his voice warm and deliberate with purpose.

“Yes, that is correct, ten for dinner on the sixth. This is a surprise 30th birthday party for my wife. If there are any further questions, call me back on my cell number or on my work number, which I gave you.”

The love in his voice was so complete and easy, like breathing, like something he didn’t have to think about. I stumbled slightly on the uneven pavement, made clumsy by the sudden envy of a feeling I used to have and no longer trusted myself to find again. I had not always been this way. Once I had believed in love the way you believe in weather, not because you can control it but because you know it’s coming regardless. 

Then John happened, and the believing went sideways, and the woman who had believed in love ended up in a bedroom in her parent’s house in Elyria, Ohio, staring at the ceiling and trying to remember her own name for several weeks before Ashley called and said come to Washington. I said yes because there was nothing left to say no to.  

That was six months ago when Ashley called me. She found a job in the field of her bachelor degree and her current job was mine if I wanted it.  I jumped at the opportunity to escape my prison and an overbearing mother.

I packed my belongings without thinking twice about my fears to move to a city overran with people. Janet gave me permission to telecommute from home with one day in office for meetings. A month later, I guess Janet’s boss stated my position was no long a telecommuting position. I stared at her from across her desk listening to her tell me I had to start coming into work. I didn’t own a car. How was I supposed to come in everyday? I sensed I would become overwhelm on the bus. Every day was a challenge for me but I made it work by drowning out the sounds by listening to music and audio books on my phone.

I was getting better. The anxiety was quieter than it had been. I had a job I was good at. I had Ashley’s friendship, that was better than anything I deserved. Then there was Shana. 

During this time, I had not managed to want anything for myself, not yet. The wanting had been the first casualty of what John did to me and it had been the slowest to come back.

“Sonja.” Shana’s fingers snapped twice in front of my face. “Can you please catch up? Damn, Slowpoke Rodriguez.” 

I blinked back to the present, and noticed the people on the street turning towards me wondering why I was being spoken to like a child.  My face grew hot. Sweat appeared on my brow. I stopped my trembling hand mid lift refusing to swipe at the tiny beads above my eyebrow.  I didn’t want Shana to know her words affected me so deeply.

“What is this? Pick on Sonja day. I should never have left my apartment today.” My temper on full alert waiting for me to unleash it. 

“Oh, my gosh. Get a sense of humor why don’t you?” But I wasn’t laughing. 

We stopped in front of a sushi restaurant. I peered through the glass at the menu board and didn’t understand any of it. 

“Will you go in?” Shana’s hands landed on my shoulder blades and shoved me through the open door and into Ashley.

“Shana pushed me,” I said through clenched teeth. My hands gripped her waist to keep her from falling forward and to keep me from joining her. 

“Well, you were in my way,” Shana snapped.

“Shana.” 

The restaurant was warm and not too loud. The couple across from us sat together in the comfortable silence of people who had eaten a thousand meals at the table and didn’t need to fill the air between them. I watched them and felt the anxiety settle from a roar to a hum. I closed my eyes and counted to ten letting the sounds separate from each other. 

“I see you are working on controlling your anxiety better,” Ashley said quietly. She reached over and pressed her hand over mine.

“It’s better than it was. My old therapist used to say find one thing and stay with it. Let everything else become background noise.” My eyes fluttered open. “It works most of the time.”

“That sounds exhausting,” Shana said, not unkindly for once. 

“It is, a little. But the alternative is worse.”

“You should go back to therapy,” Ashley suggested. She has been telling me this for months, in different way but this time I was finally listening. 

“I’ve been looking for one.” This was truer today than it had been yesterday. 

“Good,” Ashley squeezed my hand. 

“I’m fine. You don’t need to stare at me as if I am a science experiment,” I replied at last.

“We worry about you. That is all.”

“At least one of you do,” I murmured under my breath.

“We’ll take a Philadelphia, California, shrimp tempura, and a tuna. Oh, and three glasses of Pinot Gris and waters,” Ashley said. Our waiter, a dark hair young woman, scribbled the order on her pad.

The food arrived. I examined the rice covered items on the plate. Shana and Ashley held their breath waiting on my reaction. I exhaled, reached for the sushi roll closest to me and placed it on my plate. What now? I thought trying to figure out how to eat it.  Why isn’t Ashley eating? Or Shana? Why are they watching me? I can do this, I thought.

My fingers gently lifted the sticky rice covered roll to my mouth.  My teeth sunk into the shrimp, rice, veggies, and seaweed. Yum. My eyes lit up in shock as the explosion of unique flavors filled my mouth. My taste buds wanted more. I wanted more. I grabbed a different roll to explore its flavor. Amazed how each roll met my tongue with the same awakening as the one before.

“Why didn’t you tell me how good these were before now?” I asked between bites.

“Obviously since we barely got any,” Shana said. Her mouth filled with rice.

“Did I eat more than my share?” I asked grabbing my wine to sip.

“Don’t listen to Shana. There are more than enough for each of us. Help yourself. Or take the rest home.”

My hand reached for another piece. I pulled back not wanting to appear greedy.

“Take them. I don’t enjoy day old sushi anyway,” Shana said watching me behind a smirk.

“Thanks.”

“Since it is still early, let’s go to the wine lounge and order a drink or three,” Shana said. She scooted out of the booth after we settled the check.

“I still need to finish my laundry and pick up groceries for the week.” I twisted strands of my hair focusing my eyes on the door and my escape. I forced a yawn.

“Shana, I have to present a proposal for work on Monday. I haven’t even started yet.”

“Whatever, party poopers. I’ll see you guys tomorrow. I think I will find someone to buy me a drink or two. Sonja, don’t forget it’s your turn to cook,” Shana shouted over her shoulder. Ashley and I hugged goodbye before going our separate ways.

My apartment was quiet when I got home and I exhaled with relief. I locked the door and stood in the middle of my living room and let the quiet be quiet. Then the questions came, the ones that lived in the silence and waiting for me to stop moving. 

Why is it so easy to believe I’m never enough? I asked myself daily allowing the question to gnaw on my last bit of confidence I held on to. I’m not good enough for a good and decent man. I’m not good enough for my friends to stay in my messed-up life. Love doesn’t choose women like me, and I stopped expecting it. I sat down in the brown chair and let them have their time.

I glanced around my small one-bedroom apartment noticing me, nondescript and invisible. The bathroom that was too small wasn’t much better. The brown living room furniture blended into the brown carpet. Nothing hung on the four bare white walls except colors from the sun.

Outside, the sun lowered through the window and turned the clouds red before dissolving them into dark blue.  I watched until the light was gone. Then I got up, made a cup of chamomile tea I didn’t finish, and went to bed. I fell asleep faster than usual. I dreamed again of something new and warm.
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The birds woke me Sunday morning with a volume that felt, given that I was sleeping, excessive. Multiple birds outside my bedroom window, apparently conducting some kind of coordinated event that required full participation from every bird in the surrounded two blocks. I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling and waited to feel the familiar resistance, the voice that said stay inside, stay safe, don’t try, but not today. It was usually there before I opened my eyes, waiting on the edge of consciousness. 

Today that voice was quieter than usually. I wasn’t sure what to do with that. Before it had a chance to get louder, I got up, splashed water on my face, and made myself a cup of coffee. I took the moment to stand at the window and look down at the world moving around. I thought, as I watched the slower, more deliberate people walking dogs and carrying paper bags from the bakery on the corner, I could go out. I could go back to the Mall because the cherry blossoms were still blooming and I had barely seen them yesterday and I actually wanted to see them. The wanting to do something for me surprised me. 

I can do this I reassured myself running towards my bathroom. You can always come back home if the crowd becomes too much, I assured the person in the mirror. I glanced at the smiling, confident face for a second more before I detached myself from the mirror. 

The hot water from my shower dissolved the last of my doubt. I stepped out of the shower, wrap myself in the soft towel while staring at my body. Should I lose ten pounds, I asked myself easing the Shea Butter lotion over my skin. I twisted my body enjoying the extra pounds I gained once leaving Ohio. The only person who would complained about my extra fifteen pounds is no longer in my life.

I got dressed carefully, in my favorite jeans that fit right across my hips in a way that I stopped apologizing for two years ago. A crop sweater in a green that Ashley had once said made my eyes and mocha skin look extraordinary, at that time I dismissed it but in the back of my mind I kept it stored.

My almond-shaped hazel brown eyes sparkled after applying a touch of black eyeliner and smokey green eye shadow. It did take me a couple of tries to get my eyes just right to where I was happy with the outcome. I didn’t bother adding any color to my full lips but instead added a clear gloss to draw your attention to them. I allowed some things to speak for themselves. I looked in the mirror one last time and blew a kiss at the confident woman and left my one-bedroom apartment.

When I stepped on the Mall after leaving the bus, the morning was different than what I experienced yesterday afternoon. The light came in low and golden across the water and turned the cherry blossom trees into something that didn’t seem real. Pink and white petals drifted from the branches in the warm breeze, landing softly on the path, and collecting in drifts at the base of trees. 

I watched as families moved through the crowd slowly, couples stopped for photographs, and an older man sitting on a bench reading.  They all seemed free and I wanted that freedom. The freedom of not being afraid of failing. The freedom of not being afraid of those around you. The freedom to realize not everyone will stab you in your back. 

I moved through the crowd and felt, to my surprise, something close to peace. My cheeks started to hurt and I realized I had been smiling without knowing it. I moved through the crowd enjoying the environment and the music I was unable to enjoy yesterday when I was here with the girls. This is the peace I’ve searched for over the past six months. This moment here and now.

My footsteps slowed. I didn’t know how to explain what happened next except to say that the crowd seemed to go quiet, the warmth of the sun increased, and my body registered something before my mind had any idea what that something was. My mouth dropped opened. The man, reminded me of the men posing on the covers of romance novels, crossing the lawn towards me was so beautiful that it was almost unfair. He was tall, a good head taller than me and I was five-eight, with black hair that caught the sun. I could see his blue eyes even from twenty feet away. I don’t believe in love at first sight, but something in him made me want to.

He moved with the particular unhurried certainty of someone who had decided where he was going and was content to arrive when he arrived.  Something about the way he moved felt almost familiar. I had never seen this man before in my life or in the way that dreams sometimes borrow faces you haven’t seen yet. I blinked realizing I was staring as he glided across the lawn, like my body knew something my mind was still catching up to.

I wonder what secrets he hid behind those ice-blue eyes. He lowered his eyes then lifted them to touch me everywhere at once. A slow shiver slid down my spine, lighting up every nerve like he’s touched me without trying. I told myself this was ridiculous. 

He continued his long stride across the lawn. His muscles straining against the button-down shirt which matched his eyes perfectly. My hands itched to stroke the curves his shirt revealed. My mouth watered at the thought of cupping my hands on his tight... I shook my thoughts down. I didn’t even know if he was walking towards me.

I blinked my eyes realizing they were dry and I was staring. He glared intensely at me. I glanced over my shoulder expecting someone behind me. When I turned back around, he had closed the remaining few feet between us. I smiled up to the man who eyes never wavered from mine.

The corner of his luscious full lips lifted in a half smile teasing me to kiss them. The urge to run my tongue across his top lip before finishing with a nibble on the bottom overwhelmed me. He caught me staring. Drool dribbled down the left corner of my mouth. I glided my tongue over my lips to capture the runaway spittle. My heart stuttered when his mouth curved into a slow, dangerous smile meant just for me.

“Ciao, Cara Mia,” he said. His voice was low and Italian-accented and moved through me like warm water. I felt his voice in places I was not going to acknowledge in the middle of a public park on a Sunday morning with children nearby. 

My “this can’t be happening to me mentality” started a laugh in the center of my chest.  Why does this reek of Shana warp sense of humor? But how would she have known I would be here today? I questioned still gawking at the Adonis before me.

“Thank you.” My brow knitting together. I craned my neck upwards excited about his height. He had to be at least six feet two or taller.

“I know it’s bold,” he said softly, and somehow the accent made bold sound like a reasonable and measured thing to be, “but I’d like to take you to dinner tonight. If you’ll let me.” 

“Who me?” I pointed at myself with one finger, hard enough that I am sure a bruise would develop. 

He stared for a second before letting out a deep laugh. Dimples, I think, graced his cheeks. I looked closer. Yes, he has dimples. My one weakness on a man. They aren’t deep but they are visible.

“Yes, you. You are beautiful. For some crazy reason, something told me I should get to know you.”

I looked at him carefully, trying to read the sincerity in his eyes. His eyes didn’t dart away.

His posture said, I see no one in this crowd except you because I am focus on you and only you. 

“My mother warned me about speaking to strangers. And they don’t come much stranger than you,” I smirked.

“Your mother sounds like a very wise woman,” he smiled. “Well, to start, my name is Redell Romano. I was born in Messina, Italy where my family still resides. I’ve worked in the States for about fifteen years for the defense department. I’m almost thirty-six. I do try to visit my family several times a year otherwise my mother becomes dramatic in ways I would prefer to avoid. I have a twin sister, Paulina, and an older brother, Mateo, a niece and a nephew. Let me see what else...” 

His deep throaty laugh woke something inside me. The accent was not helping me maintain any kind of rational resistance that this situation required. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other to ease the heat traveling slow through my body. His hands pressed into the small of my back pushing me forward. I shook off his hands a couple of times but my body protest in the loss of his warmth.

“Since you have yet to accept my dinner invitation, would you like a cup of coffee?” He asked outside a Starbucks that had materialized on our right.

I had no memory of us walking towards it. I looked at the door, at him, and thought of my ex, John, briefly. The way I always thought about John when something good was on the brink of happening, as a warning or as a reminder of what hoping had cost me before. 

“You’re good,” I smiled. 

“Shall we.” He held the door opened waiting on me to walk through.

“What would you like?” He asked when we finally made it to the cashier.

“A tall skinny vanilla latte.”

“And a venti java chip frap with no whip,” he said. 

The barista who took our order could barely keep her eyes off Redell. Her green eyes went to him twice while she typed the order and once while she repeated it back. With shaking hands and flushed cheeks, she took his cards with contained energy of someone trying to maintain professionalism. I couldn’t fault her, because I knew exactly how she felt. He is doing the same to me.

He held my chair out. The moment he sat down across from me and reached for my hands, heat shot up my arms, like a current finding its ground. I gently removed my hands and grabbed the cup which trembled slightly in my hand. I had to sit it down before it spilled over. I focused on the cup to give myself something to do.

“You know about me,” he said. “Now, I want to know all about you. Your name. Who are you. What are your dreams. Your desires. What you are doing on the Mall on a Sunday morning alone.”

“I’m from Elyria, a small town in Ohio about thirty miles west of Cleveland. My family is still there: my parents, sister, aunts and uncles, and a slew of cousins. Ashley, my best friend, talked me into coming to D.C. about six months ago to get away from my troubles. Some days she understands me better than I understand myself. Then there’s Shana.” I paused a heartbeat to see if  his eyes to betray him. They didn’t. “Shana has the specific ability to locate every nerved I have and press each on in turn. She and I have a love hate relationship.”

He smiled, a slow smile, the kind that started at one corner and took its time getting to the other side. For the next two hours, our conversation was easy and unhurried. We talked without effort covering ground.  The shadow of the sun moved across the sky, crossing his face and resting on the growing stubbled along his jaw. How can one man get sexier as the sun travels? He made me laugh to the point I forget my troubles. I found myself telling him my deepest secrets and my dreams. Something had to be wrong with him? No one can be this perfect, I thought.

I found myself telling him things I hadn’t told anyone before, things I had barely admitted to myself.  I told him the reason behind me moving to D.C., that something broke my spirit and I needed the distance. I confessed about my anxiety disorder that was brought on by what happened in Ohio.

He leaned forward and back in his chair as the conversation moved. He used his hands. He laughed when something was funny and didn’t fake it when it wasn’t. I laughed until my side hurt.

“Cara Mia,” he said pulling me back from somewhere I had drifted.  “You told me everything except your name.”

I blink several times replaying the conversation. How could we talk like old friends if I never mentioned my names? Let me see, I told him about my move here, friends, and life in Ohio, what I did for a living. He was right, I never mentioned my name.

“It’s Sonja. Sonja Johnston.” I supplied with a chuckle.

“Well Sonja, Sonja Johnston, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

He held my hand, turned it over, lifted it and pressed his lips to the center of my palm. I held my breath. The warmth of it moved from my palm up through my wrist and kept going to every corner of my body. I looked at his face while he did it and found him looking back at me.

“I will love to spend more time with you, perhaps on a real date.” He produced a business card from his jacket pocket, with his name and office number. On the back, he wrote his cell number. “That’s my personal cell.” 

I asked the barista for a slip of paper to write down my cell number.

“Thank you for the coffee. I enjoyed talking to you,” I said, moving towards the world I forgot existed.

He held the door open as I walked out. Once we separated and he moved off in the other direction, he took his energy with him. The afternoon seemed to change; it became colder and darker without his presence. My phone rang before I walked a full block. An unfamiliar number flashed across my cracked screen.

“Hello,” I hesitated.

“I wanted to thank you again for having coffee with me. Make sure you tell your mom not all strangers are dangerous.”

I stopped walking.

“I’ll make sure I tell her how it was worth talking to a complete stranger,” I smiled into the phone.

“Would you like to go out to dinner tomorrow night?”

“I would love to but Mondays and I don’t smash well together.” YES. YES. YES. I kept my excitement down by not jumping up and down in the middle of the sidewalk.

“Well, I think it’s time for you to look at Mondays in a new light. I will send a car to your job after work. My driver will bring you to where we will dine.” He said it with the easy confidence of someone already making the reservation, not asking a question. He didn't give me a chance to say no.

“I haven’t said yes.”

“You will.”

“I get off at six.” I rattle off my work address before saying goodbye again.
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I didn’t just notice the mint green sweater dress in the boutique window, it stopped me cold, like it had been waiting for me.  Something in my chest shifted before I could second-guess it, and I pushed the door open as if I’d already decided long before this moment.

“May I help you?” A young woman asked placing a book she was reading down.

“Yes. I wonder if you have the dress in the window in a medium or size nine?”

She moved towards a rack to the left of the counter and handed me the dress. With keys in hand, she showed me to a dressing room. 

I slipped into the dress with the strange certainty that it had been chosen for me long before I ever saw it. The fabric clung to curves I had buried beneath grief, tracing them like a memory my body refused to forget, revealing just enough to make me feel sexy again. When I stepped out, the mirror didn’t greet me first, his gaze did, lingering through the window like he’d discovered something he wasn’t meant to see, and heat rushed through me so fast it stole my breath. My face heated up. I escaped back in the dressing room with a smile. While back in the dressing room, my heart raced because I started smiling like I had just met the best version of myself I thought was gone for good. 

The green dress complemented my honey brown complexion. My eyes sparked back to life in the reflection, no longer dull with survival but lit with something alive. For the first time, their words didn’t feel like empty comfort, they felt like a promise I might finally be ready to believe. Their words rumbled in my head, ‘Sonja, you are so beautiful. You are letting what happened to you in the past dictate your present and future. When you find the right man, he will take away those bad memories replacing them with loving ones.’

Was I ready to release the past, or was I just pretending long enough to feel normal again? Only time will give me those answers, I thought posing in the mirror. Redell will notice this dress and the thought alone sent a thrill through me.  Reality hit me when I walked to the counter with the dress.  The truth hit harder than expected: tomorrow, I was stepping into a night with a man who felt like both a risk and a possibility. 

“Ma’am, are you interested in trying on a pair of shoes?”  

The clerk’s voice blurred into meaningless sound as my thoughts spiraled, loud and suffocating, until all I could hear was my own pulse. She shrugged her shoulders when I didn’t respond. I left the boutique with doubt clawing at me, unraveling the confidence I had just stitched together. I fought the rising panic on the bus, gripping the bag so tightly it felt like the
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