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​A LITTLE KINDNESS
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On Saturday morning, May 11th, 2013, Justin Parody experienced a day like no other in the history of his life.  Its simplicity, how it all happened, astounded him, going against everything he believed in.  In the simplest terms, it was a miracle.

At twenty-seven, he’d seen the world for what it was.  Suffering abounded, and money was God.  The average working stiff (people like Justin Parody) tried to make sense of it all.  He was lucky to go through it (for the most part) unscathed.  

His mother had remarried after Justin had moved out of the house at eighteen.  She’d flown to Connecticut with Kent Babrofsky, the CEO of Landmark Enterprises.  His father, William Parody, had followed his mother in a similar fashion, only to the opposite side of the country.  He was now living in Alaska with his girlfriend, Janeen.  They’d write, his father had told him, but that had been four years ago.  Justin got a Christmas card and a birthday card every year from his mother, but he had yet to hear from his father.

Justin didn’t mind.  He liked being a loner.  

He had Norse features with messy blond hair and blue eyes, standing just over six-feet.  He had a lean, athletic build, and he was due for a shave.  The uniform was a solid blue polo shirt with blue slacks.  A gold nametag over his heart read simply, JUSTIN PARODY.  

He’d tried to be a poet at one time, but he didn’t think he was any good.  He liked Edgar Allen Poe the best.  Poetry always needed to be explained to him, and he gave up trying to write it for that reason.  It came out sappy, nauseating, and made him want to throw up.  Poetry wasn’t the kind of thing you could make a living at anyway, unless you were Mary Oliver or Billy Collins or someone like that.  Poe was considered one of the best, and he’d still led a tragic life.  It was the way of the artist.  Nothing tragic had ever happened to Justin—except for when he’d forgotten to put the pot under the percolator before turning it on.  When he came out of the shower, coffee had spilled all over the counter and the floor.  Hardly a tragedy and certainly not enough to warrant an epic poem.  

Ode to Spilled Coffee, he thought, and smiled.  He was walking through the parking lot of the hotel picking up garbage.  

Justin was a maintenance man at the Rodeway Inn in Lakewood, Colorado on 6th Avenue and Simms Street.  It sat at the base of Green Mountain, where you could look to the east and see the entire suburbs, the metro area of Denver, and the skyscrapers below.  It was an impressive sight.  Justin didn’t mind his job.  When he went to work at 5:00 a.m. every Saturday morning, he would watch the sun come up behind the city of Denver.  It was a ritual and something he looked forward to.  On the weekends, he’d grab a cup of coffee from the restaurant kitchen, Captain Bligh’s, and sit on the split-rail fence behind the D Building watching the sun come up.  Four buildings made the property of the Rodeway Inn: the A, B, C, and D buildings.  Simple and easy to remember.  You have a faucet to fix in the D building, Justin.  A bathroom needs painting in room 244 in the A Building.  There’s a flood on the first floor of the C Building.  You don’t mind getting your feet wet, do you?  

Justin would smile, shrug, and grab the appropriate tools.  

Life as a maintenance man . . .  

When the miracle happened (something undoubtedly warranting an epic poem), he didn’t know what to think at first.  He even scoffed at it.  He was still dreaming.  Life had failed to produce a miracle up to this point, so why start now?

But it was like every good thing coming together at once: putting the coffee pot under the percolator, enjoying a beautiful sunrise, and writing a few decent lines of poetry.  

You’re a dream, he told himself, when he saw the girl, and not real at all.  Because my heart has been aching for this, the pain of so many lonely nights, dancing with the ghosts of my pretend world. I’ve waited a lifetime to hear the sound of your voice.  I know who you are.  I’ve seen you before.  You’ve always been there, and I’ve always been with you . . . hoping you were real, but knowing in my heart you never could be . . .  

Until now.  

What she’d asked him made him gawk like a child.  Justin couldn’t believe it.  How could he?  In the real world—the one that said you had to go to work every day, pay the bills, eat three meals a day, and not drive off into the sunset—those things didn’t happen.

Driving off into the sunset (or in this case, the sunrise) was exactly what did happen.  

It was in the smile, the light in her big dark eyes, the irony in how he’d been wanting to get away and leave everything behind.  How long had it been since he’d taken a vacation?  Four years?  Five?  Hadn’t he always felt: If only I could get on a plane, go somewhere, anywhere, and not come back . . . To not have to be a slave . . . Wouldn’t that be everything I ever dreamed of?

He'd noticed the car earlier on his way to the D Building.  It was a Chevy Rabbit.  He didn’t know what year it was, an older model, silver in the gloom with red and yellow racing stripes along the sides, weather-beaten, probably even broken down.  A dent the size of a bowling ball was on the passenger’s side.  

That Saturday morning was colder than usual.  He was the only maintenance man on the weekends.  He ventured around the parking lot picking up trash from the night before.  His first task every morning was to grab a trash bag from the toolshed, start at one end of the hotel and make his way around the entire property, picking up every imaginable piece of garbage he could find: cigarette butts, gum wrappers, fast food bags, beer cans bottles, even articles of clothing, among several other things he would rather not name.  He’d found his share of drugs, marijuana in little baggies, sometimes pills, even a vial of cocaine once.  He threw all this stuff away.  Justin didn’t drink or do drugs.  Once, he even found a twenty-dollar bill in the rain.  This he kept, tucking it neatly into his wallet.  No such luck today as he ambled across the lot, mumbling poetry to himself:  

“For the moon never beams without bringing me dreams of the beautiful Annabelle Lee, and the stars never rise, but I see the bright eyes of the beautiful Annabelle Lee.’”

He didn’t finish the poem because that’s when he approached the Chevy Rabbit for the second time, and the girl sat up in the driver’s seat.

Justin furrowed his brows.  The girl turned and looked at him through the window.

You knew before.  Before she turned.  You knew it was her.  

“Oh my God,” was what he wanted to say.  He was looking at Annabelle Lee—the way he’d always pictured her: raven black locks that looked blue/black in the sun.  Eyes huge and beautiful, milky white, alabaster skin under the moon.  Lips full, red, and filled with blood.  She held a finger to him as if to say, “Wait a second!” and opened the door of the Rabbit.  She looked tired, rubbing sleep out of her eyes, one side of her hair mussed.  It was Annabelle Lee in all her gothic, radiant beauty, in the state of Colorado in 2013.

Refrained from any tombs, I hope, Justin thought.  In that sepulcher by the sea.

“Hello,” she said.  Was that how he pictured Anna’s voice?  

Maybe she’s a ghost. 

“Hello,” he said, and for some reason, his heart began to triphammer.    

The light of new worlds, boy.  It begins now.  Change and triumph.  Oh, and did I hear someone say something about. . . love?

That wasn’t his voice.  He didn’t know whose voice it was.  He thought he heard a slight chuckle in his mind, but he didn’t know what was so funny. 

“Have you been sleeping here all night?” he asked, frowning.

The girl smiled, blushed, and looked down, tapping the toe of one tennis shoe above the other.  She wore blue jeans and a thick, white sweater.

“Well . . .” she said, “Yes.  I slept here all night.  I was just wondering—”

“How come you didn’t get a room?” Justin asked.  The sight of a girl in a hotel parking lot and sleeping in a car wasn’t normal; that was certain.

“Because I’m flat broke,” she said, defending herself.

“So why did you stop at the hotel?” he asked.

“That’s a long story.”

Justin wasn’t sure what to make of this.  Surprising himself, he asked:

“Are you hungry?”  

“Starved,” she said, her eyes lighting up.  “That’s what I was going to ask you.  If you knew where I could get something to eat.  For cheap, of course.  That restaurant open yet?”

“Not for another hour or so.  My name’s Justin,” he said, holding out the hand he hadn’t been picking up garbage with.

She smiled and shook his hand.  “Anna Lightener.”

Justin lifted his eyebrows.  “That’s no surprise, is it?” he said, thinking of Annabelle Lee.

“Excuse me?” she asked, brows angling toward a fair, sculpted nose

“Nothing,” he said, waving it away.  “Look.  Wait here.  I’ll see if the cook’ll do me a favor.”

“Are you sure it’s okay?”

“Sure.  Wait here.”

—
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He was back home in bed, dreaming.  That was the way with life.  Stuff like this didn’t happen.  Maybe she was a fugitive, a thief.  Every worst-case scenario ran through his mind.  Maybe she was married, and she was running away from home.  Maybe she’d killed someone.  The idea, of course, seemed ludicrous.  She didn’t seem capable.  Then again, how did he know?  Maybe she was a gypsy, traveling the countryside, living off the land.  If she was flat broke, why had she driven to the hotel in the first place?  How was she going to get through the day?

The constant barrage of these questions only made his head hurt, and he switched them off.  He did feel dream-like suddenly, moving through some syrupy mist—his legs and thoughts—all controlled by something else.  He wondered: She could be anything in the world, running from anything, cops, a boyfriend; she could be on drugs, a lunatic, anything at all, and you simply trusted her.  How do you know?  Maybe her name is Hans Christian Anderson.  Did you ever think about that?

“I don’t care,” Justin said, aloud, walking through the back door of Captain Bligh’s, the restaurant adjoining the D Building.  He didn’t care about anything, just the girl, Anna, Annabelle Lee, of his dreams come true, who slept in hotel parking lots.  He’d felt a sudden urge of philanthropy was all.  Quite simply, Annabelle Lee—Edgar Allen Poe or not—was in need of help, and he wanted to help.

A little kindness goes a long way, he thought.

Joe Hardy, the morning cook, was in the back, prepping for the day.  He was a short, plump man with tiny spectacles and thinning gray hair, wearing the required uniform: white shirt, pants, and a baseball cap.  He was making something already, for himself perhaps.  The smell of cooked bacon, freshly brewed coffee, hash browns, and onions filled the kitchen.

“Hey, Justin,” Joe said.  “Fine morning, ain’t it?  Oh man, that sunrise was pretty!  Made me want to write a poem!”  Joe chuckled to himself, as if this was more amusing than it actually was.

Justin smiled but felt a chill go up his back.  “Yes,” he said.  “Hey, Joe, can I ask you a favor?”

“Breakfast?”

“I know we’re not supposed to have breakfast, only lunch, but—”

“You’re starving your guts out, and you need something to get you through the day, at least until lunchtime?  Am I right, or am I right?”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself.”  Justin smiled, feeling foolish for having to lie.

“Give me about ten minutes,” Joe said.

“You’re a lifesaver, Joe.  Just something simple.  Nothing fancy.”

“Glad to oblige.  I like performing a service.  Little kindness goes a long way.  Might ask you to paint my bathroom for me one day.”

“The least I can do,” he said, and they shared a laugh.

Justin walked out of the kitchen, around the corner, and into the dining area.  He poured a glass of cranberry juice from the machine while Joe made the meal.

Anna, he thought.  Anna, running away from home.  Anna, the beautiful nighttime girl who can’t afford a room but likes to park at hotels and sleep.  Anna, the cream of the crop, in her sepulcher in the parking lot of The Rodeway Inn.

He finished the cranberry juice.  Soon, Joe rang the bell from the kitchen.  

“Breakfast is on the table!” he announced, and chuckled to himself.

Justin smiled, walked into the kitchen, keys jangling by his side.  “Thanks, Joe.  I owe ya.”

“No thanks necessary.  Glad to be of service.  Like I said.”

Joe smiled.  He’d put the meal in a Styrofoam container.  Justin grabbed a bottle of ketchup and some silverware.  He poured a glass of orange juice and carried this, somewhat awkwardly, out the back door and into the brightness of the morning.

She would be gone, he told himself.  She’d think he reported her, called the police, and peeled out of the parking lot.  

But the little Chevy Rabbit was still there.  Anna was outside, rubbing her arms, trying to get her blood going.  It was cooler than usual, but it was warming up.

That is nothing but radiant, beautiful girl, and she could get away with murder with a face like that.  

Any minute, he would stir.  Just before she asked him to elope, he’d wake up in his lonely apartment all alone.  He had dreams like that, romantic interludes with beautiful women.  They would kiss, and he would wake up, and he would wish the real world were the dream instead of vice-versa.  He always woke up with a broken heart.  

She looked at him and smiled.  

“You’re my chivalric hero,” she said, eyes going wide with everything he carried.

“Here ya go,” he said, handing her the container.  He set the orange juice on top of the car.

Anna sat down in the driver’s seat and opened it.  “Oh, my goodness!” she said.  “This looks delicious.”

Justin’s stomach rumbled at the sight.  He hadn’t eaten anything either, and he didn’t realize how hungry he was until then.  He gave her the silverware and the ketchup bottle.  

“You think of everything,” Anna said.  “Justin, thank you so much!  Are you always so nice?”

He thought of saying something romantically disgusting like, “Only to beautiful, raven black-haired strangers who seem to have lost their way and remind me of Edgar Allen Poe.”  He shrugged instead, which was probably for the best.  

“I would’ve gotten you a coffee, but I couldn’t carry it all,” he said.

She took the silverware, set it on the seat beside her, and poured ketchup on the hash browns.  Two eggs, four strips of bacon, and two pieces of toast lay beside the potatoes.

“You want some?” she asked, through a mouthful of hash browns.  Some fell on her lap, and she scooped them up with her fingers, shoveling them into her mouth.  She acted as if she hadn’t eaten in a week.  Maybe she hadn’t.

Justin smiled and shook his head.  He’d get something later, he told her, and handed her the orange juice.  

He stood, looking away, not wanting to make her feel uncomfortable.  He stared at the skyscrapers of Denver.  The sun was behind the line of buildings, a golden/silvery light.  That seemed odd for a second.  How did they appear gold when the sky was already blue?  He was thinking too much.  He looked at the license plate on her car: Montana.

“What brings you to Colorado?”

Anna smiled, finished a slice of bacon, took a drink of orange juice.  “Gypsy blood, I guess,” she said.

“Traveler by nature, huh?” he asked.

“You could say that,” she said.

He waited until she finished her meal and said, “Did you get enough to eat?”

“More than enough.  Thank you, Justin Parody.”

He paused and said, “Are you in trouble?”

Anna’s eyes went wide.  “Umm, not that I’m aware of.  I just wanted to see more of the country, I guess.”

“Without money?”

He looked in the backseat of the car.  No suitcases, no bags, no toothbrush, anything.  It was just her, the car, and the clothes she wore.

“Things have a way of taking care of themselves,” Anna said.  “Have you ever noticed that?  Things just have a way of finding you.  Like you getting me breakfast.”

Justin frowned.  “Sounds like an interesting philosophy.”

“Well, I’m not sure what it is,” she said.  “But it’s better than the one society tells you you have to do: full-time jobs, bills to pay.  I see new places, meet new people . . . like you, Justin Parody.  Sometimes it’s bizarre what you run into, but I wouldn’t trade it for the world.  And I’m not the only one.  Many people are on the same adventure.”

What kind of things do you run into? Justin thought.

“Hmm,” he said.  The garbage bag was beside the car where he’d left it.  “Well,” he said, reaching for the bag.  “I hope everything works out for you.  If you ever need a hot meal again, just let me know.  But I should get back to work.”

He started off before she called him back:

“Wait!”

Justin closed his eyes and sighed.  She’d ask him if he could sneak her into a room, a hot shower maybe.  She was, like many pretty girls he’d met before, just trying to take advantage of him, using her looks to get her way.  It had happened before, and he’d fallen for it every time. 

He turned and raised his eyebrows.  Anna walked over to where he stood.  

“Would you like to come with me?” she asked.

He almost burst out laughing! 

“What is that . . . a joke?” he asked.

“No, it’s not a joke,” she said as if the idea were absurd.  “I’m asking you if you want to come with me.  Yay or nay.  It’s really very simple.”

Justin shook his head.  Yes. He was home dreaming because this kind of thing didn’t happen.  People didn’t do this, didn’t say things like this to each other.  

“Are you serious?” he asked.

“Yes,” Anna said, nodding.  The way she said it made him laugh.  “If you don’t like it, we’ll drive you back to your little maintenance job and your little abode, and you can pretend none of this ever happened.”

“I might not have a job or an abode when I come back, Anna Lightener.  I might just be totally screwed.”

Anna smiled at that.  Justin had to admit, it all felt very bizarre.  If this was a dream, he would wake up, and everything would return to normal.

Wouldn’t it?  

And if it’s not a dream?  What then, my little poet?

“This is crazy,” he said.

“It’s spontaneity,” Anna said, smiling wide.  “It’s good for you.  And you’ll be amply rewarded.  That, Justin Parody, is a promise.”

He would regret it.  Nothing good could come of this.  It was totally absurd. 

But if that was the case, why did he feel that tug inside—that longing to get away, as if a prayer were being answered?  That was speaking louder than anything.  

“Where would we go?” he asked.

“Wherever the little car takes us,” Anna said as if it were obvious.

“You have pretty vague answers for everything,” he said.

She smiled and shrugged.  

He couldn’t believe it.  He felt as if he’d traveled light-years through time.  He’d done this before . . . in some other world.  It felt familiar, something beyond déjà-vu.  This wasn’t a dream; he knew that, but it was an eerie realization bordering on some deeper truth.

‘For the moon never beams without bringing me dreams . . .’ he thought.

But this is no dream.  This is really happening.   

The preposterousness of the situation made his head throb.

Life is too short to not take chances, isn’t it? he thought.  Maybe she’s right.  Maybe she’s wrong.  Maybe she wants to take you up into the mountains and cut you into little bits and pieces.  You’ve wanted to die anyway, haven’t you?  And if she is telling the truth, then you’ll be amply rewarded just like she said.

Was he really that naïve?

“This is crazy,” he said, again.  

Anna kept looking at him.  The golden light from the sun reflected in her eyes.  She was . . . no.  That was just the sun making her eyes appear dark and gold at the same time.  Like he’d seen with the city earlier.  

Wasn’t it?  

Justin looked at the hotel, the parking lot, and the mountains beyond.  He thought about Joe Hardy, the cook, Meyers Morris, his boss, the rent due at the end of the month, the fresh gallon of milk he’d bought just yesterday—still unopened—even the jobs he had to do that day.  Could he leave all that behind, not caring about the consequences?  It went against everything society, his parents, even his teachers had told him.  What would they think happened to him?  It was the most illogical, irrational thing in the world.  Yet, he felt himself leaning toward just that.  “The last I saw, he came in and wanted breakfast,” Joe would tell the police.  “I never saw him again.”  

“One little favor,” he asked Anna, holding up his finger.  

She smiled, eyes lighting up.  “What’s that?”

“Let me go home and change my clothes.  I hate this uniform, and I have a little money socked away.”  After a pause, he said, “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

Anna threw her arms around his neck, surprising him.  “Yippee!” she said.  “You won’t regret it!  And, Justin . . ?”

He raised his eyebrows.

“Thank you for breakfast,” she said.  “A little kindness goes a long way.”
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He got in the car, and they drove to Miller Street, where Justin lived, a quarter-mile east.  

“It’s this complex on the right,” he said, pointing.

I have officially quit my job, he thought.  What on earth am I doing?  And why do I feel this way?  As if it were waiting for me somehow?  As if I had no choice?  Did I really just do what I just did? 

She pulled the Rabbit into a shoddy, red-brick complex.  A yellow Camaro on cinderblocks sat immobile with its hood up to his right.  He stepped out of the car, and Anna followed.  

“This is the mighty castle, huh?” Anna said.

“More like a dwelling for trolls,” he replied, grinning.  “But it’s close to work.”

They walked up the broken sidewalk to the front door.  Justin’s apartment was on the ground level, number 2.  Inserting the key, he walked inside with Anna trailing.  The apartment was disorderly.  Clothes lay on the couch and over the backs of chairs in the dining room.  The kitchen was on the opposite side.

“Uh,” he said.  “Sorry about the mess.  I guess this is where I tell you my maid’s on vacation.”  

Anna smiled, looking the place over.  A detailed picture of dragons fighting in the center of a ball of flame was on the wall to her right.  It was a puzzle that had been pieced, glued together, and framed.  

“How long did that take?” Anna asked, staring at the picture.

Justin shrugged.  “I don’t know, a week, I think.  I’m gonna change my clothes.”

Anna nodded and continued to inspect the apartment.  It wasn’t that disorderly except for the clothes, the perfect bachelor pad.  Anna expected to see cans of chili or beans sitting on the table, the handle of a spoon jutting out the top, but no such luck.  A CD player, receiver, and speakers sat atop a large chest under the dragon picture.  Compact disks sat in piles on top of the CD player and speakers.  Anna picked up several and rifled through them: A Vivaldi Gala, Beethoven’s 4th and 5th, The 9th, a Baroque Festival, Art Tatum, Charlie Parker, Thelonius Monk, and The Best of Van Morrison.  Anna’s favorite song was “Sweet Thing.”  She smiled, putting the compact disks back.

She saw a picture by the kitchen that surprised her.  It was called The Smiler.  A skeleton wearing a fedora and holding a dagger peeked through an open door.  She walked back into the living room.  A single shelf fixed to the wall held roughly thirty beaten paperbacks.  She noted The Sherlock Holmes Complete Collections, Vol. I & II.  J.D Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, Hemingway’s Islands in the Stream, The Garden of Eden, The Collection of Short Stories.  She saw books by Jack London, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and The Complete Works of Edgar Allen Poe.

Justin walked out of the bedroom wearing jeans, tennis shoes, a long-sleeved cotton shirt with a blue t-shirt underneath.

“You’re cultured,” Anna said, smiling.  

“Yeah, some culture,” he replied.  “Don’t you think we should get you some clothes?”

“Clothes are easy enough to come by,” Anna said.

“I don’t get you.  You don’t have anything in the car.  Have you been wearing that same shirt and pants for as long as you’ve been . . . traveling?”

“There’s a duffel bag in the trunk,” she said.

“Must be a small one.”

She smiled again.  

“I’m gonna get some clothes, and then we’ll be off,” Justin said.

He disappeared into the bedroom.  Anna followed.

“Are you an artist?” she asked.

“Huh?” 

Justin looked up.  Anna stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame.  The sleep was gone from her eyes, and she’d fixed her hair without him noticing.  She was radiant, fair skin under raven-black curls, big dark eyes.

“Are you an artist?”

“Not really,” he said.  “I tried poetry for a while, but I’m not very good.  Tried music . . . sucked at that, too.  Tried writing stories . . . never got any ideas.  I should’ve joined the circus.”

Anna nodded.  Another room was to her left.  She walked in and noticed a sketchpad on the desk.  No pictures hung on the walls.  A guitar case was under the window.  She opened the sketchpad.  Disturbing, rough sketches surprised her.  Her eyes widened.  A diabolical face glared up at her.  On another page, a sketch resembled Justin uncannily, a self-portrait, but a darker side, Justin at sixty with an evil leer on his face.  Anna shut the book, a chill going down her spine.  She walked out of the room and back into the bedroom where Justin was gathering his clothes.

“You have a very dark side,” she said.

Justin smiled.  “All I have is a dark side,” he said.

“That’s not true.”

“How would you know?”

“Because you offered me breakfast.  That’s not a dark side.”

“Maybe you’re right,” he said.  “You ready?”

She nodded.  He carried a purple bag full of clothes.  He grabbed his wallet and keys, stopped a moment, and set the keys on the couch in the living room.

“I guess they could rent it as furnished,” he said.

“Having second thoughts?”

“Yes.  No.  This is crazy.”

“It will be a very rewarding experience, Justin Parody.”

“Then let’s get moving, Anna Lightener.”

—
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It was warmer, the clouds gathering as they drove west on 6th Avenue.  Soon Green Mountain was behind them.  Clear Creek ran swift and deep on the left side of the road.  Trees and hills surrounded them on both sides.  The little Rabbit chugged up the hills and through the canyon.  Justin laughed to himself.

Anna looked at him and raised her eyebrows.

“Sorry,” he said.  “I just can’t believe this.  I just left my whole life behind in the blink of an eye.  I wonder what Meyers will think, my apartment manager?  Like I disappeared off the face of the earth.”

“You did,” Anna said.

Justin nodded and laughed again.  He didn’t feel as skeptical as he had earlier for some reason.  He had no room for doubts.  That wasn’t entirely true.  Despite not having rent or bills to pay, this was going to create a whole new world of challenges.  He just had to wait and see what they were.

“You’re right,” he said.  “I guess I did.”

This would be madness in the eyes of anyone else.  But you’re not anyone else, and you have no idea what you’re in for.  Just go with it, and let Anna guide you.  This isn’t a crazy dream, and when you wake up, you’ll see her there beside you.  So just relax and enjoy the ride.  It’s going to be the most important lesson you’ll ever learn.    

“So?”  Anna said, after long minutes of silence.

“Hmm?”

“Where have you always wanted to go?  What have you always wanted to do?”

“See Scotland and Germany.  But I don’t think this little car has a boat motor.”

“You’re romantic.”

“Please don’t say that.”

Anna laughed and continued to drive, her eyes fixed on the road, the hills growing larger, the trees thicker.  Hours passed, and Justin looked at the gauge on the dashboard.  The needle still pointed to Full.

“Your gas gauge broken?”

“Huh?” Anna asked.

“Your gas gauge.  We’ve been
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