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Hiding in the shop was a completely rational
decision. I saw Eric coming out of a building across the street. I
didn’t want to talk to Eric. Ducking into the nearest shop before
he saw me was the most logical thing I could have done.

I shoved Eric out of my head to check out
where I was. Apparently, I’d walked into a store that sold useless
fragile stuff. The glass shelves on either side of me were lined
with a variety of glass and ceramic items in different sizes. They
all looked as though they had been designed to do nothing except
sit around on a shelf.

An old woman, maybe seventy or so, with gray
hair and a plain pink dress stepped out from behind one of the
shelves and greeted me with a smile. “Hello.”

“Hi,” I said.

“Welcome to Granny’s Shelf,” she said. “Can
I help you with anything?”

“No, thanks.” I waved away her help. “I just
came in here to avoid someone.”

She nodded understandingly. “Feel free to
look around until he’s gone, dear.”

I turned to the nearest shelf, not because I
had any interest in the abstract glass or weird green swan, but
because I didn’t want to acknowledge that she’d correctly guessed
the person to be a he.

My eyes landed on a very strange object. It
looked like a crystal turtle but with miniature peacock feathers.
As I leaned closer to investigate, my breath tickled the feathers
and made them dance. It was unexpectedly cool, and I felt an
impulse to check the price.

I successfully resisted that impulse,
probably based in part on my recent training. My head was firmly in
charge now. I didn’t do things that didn’t make logical sense.
Something that was nice to look at but served no purpose had no
place in my life. This was a principle that I had pretty well
figured out. Sometimes the opposite gave me trouble though.

There were things that did serve a purpose
that I wanted in my life. The most significant was a guy who could
fill the role of husband and father. I tried to find him online.
Geography was a hindrance. I lived in the teeny tiny town of
Andauk, Ohio. There were a few other towns close enough to consider
a match so I included them in my search. The age I left pretty
wide.

My search resulted in three guys with
excellent potential. I even met all three of them in person, at
different times of course. But all three of them had apparently
been disappointed in my potential. I didn’t renew my membership on
the site. I opted to focus on guys who physically crossed my
path.

At first, it seemed that God approved of my
decision. An announcement appeared in the church bulletin the same
week about a new young adult ministry forming. I went to the first
meeting. As far as I could determine, there were only two available
guys. One was clearly interested in someone else. The other didn’t
even look at me. And the absence of a wedding ring was my only
evidence he was single anyway. I didn’t consider that
conclusive.

That had been back in August. I’d started
going again in November because… Well, I admit Eric had something
to do with it. Seeing him there had been an unwelcome surprise
indeed. Seeing him getting into his car now as I peeked through the
window was a relief. I watched his car pull from the parking spot
before I decided the coast was clear.

Before I made it back to the shop door, it
flew open in front of me. A gray-haired man wearing a jumble of
clothing stepped through it. He seemed to be in a rush and visibly
startled at the sight of me. He recovered and bowed deeply in my
direction.

I moved backwards. I couldn’t help it. It
was as though the stench of body odor had hit me in the face. I
tried to offer a friendly smile anyway. He probably either couldn’t
help it or wasn’t aware of it. I didn’t talk to him though because
I was trying not to inhale.

The man might have been bowing to the shelf
behind me for as much attention as he paid my response. He faced
the old woman at the end of the shelf as soon as he was upright
again.

“Morning, Jojo,” she said.

He smiled and held his hand out to her, palm
up.

I didn’t know what he wanted and turned to
the old woman to see if it meant something to her.

“You need a shower,” she told him, which
didn’t exactly answer my question.

I felt guilty for being curious, but the man
was blocking my exit.

She hadn’t answered Jojo’s question either
because he pushed his hand closer to her with a surprisingly cute
pout.

“Shower first,” she said sternly.

Jojo nodded and began to unbutton his top
shirt. I could tell by the haphazard collars that he was wearing a
thick stack of them. It looked odd but made some sense because it
was December, and he wasn’t wearing a coat.

“Go to the bathroom before you start
shedding layers,” the woman said, “so I don’t have to pick up your
trail of laundry.”

He nodded seriously and began walking
towards the back of the shop. He peeled off two shirts before he
made it through the door. Both of them were dropped on the floor
where he’d taken them off.

The old woman let out an amused sigh as she
turned back to me. “My brother,” she said.

My curiosity must have shown on my face. I
smiled to acknowledge appreciation for the information that really
wasn’t any of my business. It was past time to leave. “Thanks for
letting me look around,” I said as I moved to the door. I saw her
bending to pick up the nearer shirt before I got outside.

I gulped in as much fresh air as I could.
Unfortunately, the air was right around freezing. I groaned as my
lungs burned in response to right around freezing. I noticed
Heather had found a better parking spot in front of Joseph’s Gym. I
ignored the discomfort of breathing to rush across the street to go
in with her. She saw me coming and waited.

While I had joined the group at church, St.
Jude’s, to meet guys, I was at least making friends. Heather hadn’t
gone into detail, but she’d come right out and told me that she
needed new friends because her old ones had recently ejected her
from their ranks.

Part of me wondered if I should worry that
she had done something to make them turn on her. But a bigger part
of me wanted to be her friend because I had some idea how she felt.
A woman who had been my best friend for more than ten years cut
ties after I made the mistake of breaking up with her brother.
Enough time had passed that I could admit my real mistake had been
dating him in the first place.

Heather waved when she saw me. “Morning,
Julia,” she said.

“Good morning,” I answered.

She glanced uncertainly at the front door.
“Do we knock?”

Joseph’s Gym wasn’t open yet, not because 10
am was too early but because December was too early. The gym was
still two weeks or so from its grand opening. We didn’t need to
knock though because I saw Emily through the window, and she
clearly saw us. She was already hurrying towards the door.

Emily had moved to Andauk only a few months
ago. She’d quickly set to work making as many friends as she could.
She was a bit flighty – I once caught her talking to a picture on
the wall – and sort of a klutz. But I liked her anyway, and it’d
been easy to agree to today’s favor. Emily was dating Joseph, the
one whose name was on the building. He’d apparently talked her into
leading a class there, and she wanted a few of us to come over for
her to practice.

“Hi!” She smiled brightly as she held the
door open for me and Heather to come inside. “Thanks so much for
doing this.”

I rushed in out of the cold and looked
around. The gym was mostly a big open space. It wasn’t the kind of
gym that had a lot of exercise equipment. It was more like a school
gym, ready to be converted for multiple uses. I knew Joseph, or at
least recognized him, from the same young adult group at St.
Jude’s. His broad chest and thick arms made it easy to believe he
was a guy who owned a gym. He also had a dark mop of hair and a
sweet smile that could fit in with a boy band. Emily hadn’t stood a
chance.

I tried to warn her that it was a bad idea
to date a good-looking guy because it would be too easy to lose her
head. But she willingly flung it over her heels within a couple of
weeks. Yeah, weeks. That was how quickly nice packaging could do
its damage.

He was sitting on the floor by the wall
messing with some speakers. The way he kept glancing at Emily made
me think he’d been equally overmatched. Perhaps the two of them
would end up happy in their joint foolishness. I certainly wished
them well.

Joseph’s sister Ruth was standing next to
him when we came in. She walked towards the door as I unzipped my
coat. She had straight red hair that was very long and looked
pretty mashed onto the top of her head. My hair wasn’t really
straight or curly. It was mostly wavy and whenever I tried a
messy-on-purpose bun like Ruth’s, I just looked like someone who
had lost her brush. I opted for a neat ponytail which I hoped was
still neat as I pulled off the headband that had been keeping my
ears warm.

Heather’s hair was brown like mine and
similar in texture. Hers was a bit shorter as it barely brushed her
shoulders. She hung her coat on a hook next to mine. When she
pulled her hat off, a good portion of her hair lifted from her
shoulders into the air.

I couldn’t resist a quick laugh.

She immediately started smoothing her hair
with both hands.

“Sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t laughing
at you.”

“I know.” She sounded resigned, not hurt.
“Hats make me look like I stuck my finger in an outlet.” She pulled
a rubber band off her wrist to show she was prepared and secured
most of her hair with it. A few shorter strands hung loose.

“It looks like you guys are all ready,”
Emily said. “Can you wait here for a minute, and I’ll get ready and
come over here like I’m welcoming you to the class?” She turned
around with a little skip of enthusiasm, then quickly faced us
again. “Oh, and everyone pretend you brought a kid with you.”

Heather said, “Huh?”

That pretty much summed up my reaction.

“The class will mostly be parents and
children,” Emily tried to explain, “so if you imagine you have a
kid with you, you can let me know if I’m going too fast or
something seems too complicated.” She smiled and jogged to where
Joseph was sitting.

“I don’t think that’s going to happen,”
Heather said.

I didn’t say anything, but I’m sure I looked
as though I agreed with her. It wasn’t unwillingness. I just didn’t
know much about kids. I could imagine a little girl next to me, but
I wouldn’t have the faintest idea how she might be perceiving the
class. Either of my nieces would probably be having a tantrum by
the end regardless of Emily’s teaching.

Ruth, who was almost as single as me and
Heather – she’d been dating someone for a few months – was just as
childless. She shrugged at us. “Well… I guess we’ll do the best we
can.”

I nodded and began to rub my hands together.
It had seemed warm when I first came in because it was much warmer
than outside. But now that I was standing there in a short-sleeved
shirt, it was downright chilly.

Ruth noticed. “My brother is cheap,” she
said. “He won’t heat the place more than necessary. I think he’ll
crank it up a few degrees once it’s open, but he thinks everyone
will be moving around enough not to mind a slight chill.”

Heather hugged herself with an eye roll.

Ruth was wearing a sweatshirt and her hands
were tucked into the ends of her sleeves. She appeared more
prepared.

Music blared through the speakers starting
in the middle of a song. Then the volume lowered as we all looked
that way. Emily came towards us with a big smile. She was wearing a
few layers and a headset mic. “Welcome to Joseph’s Gym,” she said.
“Everyone come line up over here.” She waved an arm towards the
center of the gym. “Pick a dot to stand on.”

I saw colorful dots on the floor, spaced out
far enough that I could stand on one and wave my arms without
hitting the person next to me. The marks seemed like a good idea
for grown-ups so they were probably smart for kids, too. I left a
red dot open in front of me to my right. That seemed like where I
might want to keep an eye on an imaginary child.

A picture on my parents’ wall came to mind.
It was me at six years old with messy hair and missing front teeth.
My future child wouldn’t look exactly like me so I changed her eyes
from brown to blue. That was a mistake. I gave her lighter hair
instead. My brother had been blond as a kid so I could easily
imagine that as a family trait. And if Eric had been blond as a
kid, I didn’t know it. Therefore, it had nothing to do with
him.

Heather was next to me and Ruth was on her
other side. The whole front row of dots was empty. Their imaginary
children were probably standing next to mine.

“Are you having trouble with the music?”
Heather asked.

“The speakers are secondhand,” Emily said,
“and they were shorting out. But I think Joseph has it fixed.”

“No, I mean…” Heather pointed, possibly at
the sound waves in the air. “Is this the right music?”

I’d been wondering the same thing, in
between trying to picture a child. When I thought of ballet, I
expected something with a piano or an orchestra. We were listening
to guitars and heavy bass.

“Yeah,” Emily said. “Remember, it’s not a
real ballet class. It’s just…”

“Inspired,” Joseph supplied. He was now
standing beside Emily. He had a deep voice that filled the space
without a mic. “It’s inspired by ballet.”

I nodded.

Heather nodded.

Ruth waved a hand at her brother and said,
“By the way, you can leave now.”

“What?” He looked surprised.

Emily gave him an apologetic smile. “We
don’t really need an audience.”

“I was going to help.” He gestured somewhere
near Ruth, presumably at an empty dot.

“You’ve seen me practice before, and I
thought this might be, you know, just us girls.”

“Go on,” Ruth said. “Surely there’s
something in the back that you could, like, inventory or
something?”

“Kicked out of my own gym,” Joseph said. He
shook his head as he began to walk towards the far end. He
playfully pushed Ruth’s shoulder as he passed her.

“Okay.” Emily clapped her hands to bring
attention back to her. “Pretend you know nothing about ballet.”

That was going to be a lot easier than
pretending I had a child.
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“That was pretty fun,” Ruth said.

Heather nodded, looking perhaps a little
more surprised than she should have.

“It was,” I agreed.

Emily had us skipping around the room and
wiggling to the music in dance moves that probably would have
looked silly on our own. Somehow, no one looked silly when everyone
looked silly. It hadn’t been an intense workout but enough that I
was warm and had been slightly out of breath in the middle. I
didn’t want to seem in a hurry to leave, but I kind of wanted to
put on my coat while I was warm so I could stay warm.

Emily motioned us towards the coats as
though she had the same thought. “Bundle up,” she said. “I have a
great idea how I can reward you all for your help and give you a
chance to give me some detailed feedback at the same time.”

I led the charge and Emily explained her
idea on the way to the corner. “We’ll go to Burger Brothers,” she
said with a glance at the time. “It’s after eleven so Chip will be
open. I’ll get him to make us his special shakes.”

“Oh,” Heather groaned with reluctance. “I
don’t think we burned that many calories.”

“No, trust me.” Emily became animated and
spoke with her hands waving in the air. “He cuts up fruit and just
adds skim milk and ice, but he whips it up so frothy it’s like
you’re drinking a real milkshake. But for less than a hundred
calories. It’s almost like delicious air. It’s so good.”

I was convinced.

Heather was, too. “I’m in,” she said.

“Me, too.” Ruth was zipping up her coat.

“Let me just tell Joseph that we’re
leaving.” Emily ran towards the back. She was only gone a minute.
As she ran back up to us, Joseph stepped out of a back room long
enough to wave.

We hurried down the sidewalk. Burger
Brothers was only a few doors down. I knew it was the one with the
big, red-striped awning. I also knew Emily worked there. I had
never been inside. I didn’t think I’d been to any restaurant since
my last date, which felt like a long time ago. I didn’t want to sit
in one alone. Going in with a bunch of friends felt like a great
idea though.

Small Christmas trees were lashed to the
lampposts we passed. Strings of colorful lights outlined the window
on the front of Burger Brothers. The first thing I saw when we went
inside was a woman wearing a Santa hat and a dress covered in
purple flowers. For a second, I couldn’t figure out how she was
coming at us so fast. Then I figured out that she was on wheels,
lime green roller skates.

“Hi, Emily!” She came to an abrupt stop
before crashing into us. She’d clearly had a lot of practice on
those skates. Tufts of curly gray-blond hair stuck out under the
fur of her hat. “Friends means you’re not here to work.”

Emily shook her head. “Not yet,” she said.
“I’m going to get Chip to make us special shakes.”

“Oh!” The woman’s eyes lit up. “I’m going to
watch.”

She was excited to watch us order? That
seemed weirder than her red, purple and green outfit.

Emily laughed and waved us all forward.
There were several people scattered about in booths and one person
at a counter in the back. The man taking his order appeared to be
somewhere in his fifties with a thick moustache, a green t-shirt,
and a white apron. I guessed, however, that his name was Chip and
not Luigi.

Emily turned around before she got to the
register. “Who wants strawberry? Who wants banana? And who wants
both?”

“Both,” I said.

Ruth paused for a moment before she said,
“Just strawberry for me.”

“What are you getting?” Heather asked.

“Both,” Emily said. “I like strawberry, but
the banana makes it a bit sweeter.”

Heather nodded. “Okay, me, too.”

The man in front of us moved off to the side
where there was a window for picking up orders.

“Hi, Chip.” Emily smiled brightly as she
stepped up to the register.

He grunted in response.

“We would like four of your special light
shakes,” Emily said. “Three with strawberry and banana, one just
strawberry.”

Chip didn’t move a muscle. He stared at her
as though he hadn’t even heard.

“Please,” Emily added.

He continued to stare for a moment, then
bent his arm at the elbow with one finger raised.

I followed where he pointed and found a menu
hanging from the ceiling. It was a black sign with white letters,
almost impossible not to read once I was looking at it. I saw
milkshakes but not anything about them being special or light.
Banana wasn’t even a flavor.

Perhaps I saw what I was supposed to see
because Chip eventually said, “That’s not on the menu.”

“I know.” Emily glanced over her shoulder to
give the rest of us a reassuring nod. “But you make them so
awesome, and I know you have all the ingredients back there.”

I looked behind him as she spoke. The
kitchen was fully visible through the opening in the wall. I saw
the backs of two people who looked like teenagers washing dishes.
There was a younger man – younger than Chip but older than the
teenagers – slicing tomatoes. He had dark hair and a thick but
neatly trimmed beard.

I thought he might be thirtyish. That fit in
my age criteria. He was clearly employed, which was also a
positive. While he certainly wasn’t bad looking, I didn’t feel any
particular jolt of awareness or attraction when I checked him out.
Someone I could consider objectively was at the top of my list.
Appearance-wise, he was perfect.

Unfortunately, he was wearing plastic gloves
and the angle made it impossible to tell whether or not he was
wearing a ring. His eyes lifted. He gave a nod of recognition to
Emily.

“Hi, Luke,” she said.

He lowered his eyes to his work. But they
popped up for one more second to meet mine. Perhaps he was showing
some interest, though I couldn’t tell if it was me or only why I
was staring at him. I turned my attention back to the ordering
stalemate.

Chip was glaring at Emily, who seemed to be
waiting patiently for something to happen. Ruth was standing right
next to Emily at the counter. She took a step backwards to line
herself up with me and Heather. Emily offered the three of us a
nothing-to-worry-about smile. I was more worried for her because
this guy was her boss, and he seemed kind of annoyed with her.

“Um…” Ruth glanced at Chip and then Emily.
“Maybe we should…” She tipped her head towards the door.

“Yeah, you guys go ahead and sit down,”
Emily said. “I’ll bring the shakes over.” She cracked a brief smile
before her face returned to nonchalance. It was enough to make it
even more obvious that she knew that wasn’t what Ruth had been
about to suggest.

Chip let out a sigh so big that if he’d been
a cartoon character, his moustache would have danced all over the
place. Instead, I felt my eyes dancing around to see if Heather and
Ruth were going to take a seat or leave or what. Chip turned around
before he’d finished.

“See?” Emily gestured to his retreating
back. “I knew he’d do it. He’s secretly very excited that I like
the shakes enough to bring friends to…” She broke off with a smile
as Chip switched on something loud and rumbly that covered her
words. The noise stopped after only a few seconds. Emily waved us
towards a booth. “Come on. It’ll take him a few minutes.”

We settled into seats. The booth had a blue
cushion on the seat and back with lighter blue stripes. Both were
firm and smooth. I’d heard that the restaurant was a fixture in
Andauk, which made me assume it had been there way too long for the
booth to be original. It must have been replaced recently. I don’t
think I was the only one wondering if we were going to be waiting a
lot more than a few minutes. No one said anything about that, and I
was just as interested in some social time anyway.

“Okay, how’d I do?” Emily asked.

“It was great,” Heather said.

“It was great.” Ruth spoke a bit
hesitantly. “But if you really want constructive feedback…”

Emily nodded for her to continue.

“The only thing I’d say is that there was a
part near the end where you had us doing a lot on one foot. Heather
lost her balance a few times, and I was pretty wobbly. I couldn’t
see Julia.”

She paused, but I didn’t say anything. I had
noticed Heather struggling with her balance, and I wasn’t sure it
was necessary to point out that I hadn’t for whatever suggestion
Ruth had to offer.

“That surprised me,” Emily said. “I always
think of myself as a huge klutz so it never occurred to me I might
have better balance than anyone.”

“You’re supposed to be better because you’re
the teacher,” I said.

“Yeah,” Ruth agreed. “I don’t even know if
kids have better balance than us, and it’s not a problem exactly… I
just thought that if they’re falling a lot that might distract them
from paying attention to you.”

“Oh.” Emily looked thoughtful. “I could see
that making people giggly.”

“Maybe if you space it out,” I
suggested.

She squinted in confusion.

“I mean, alternate between the one-foot and
two-foot exercises.”

Emily still looked confused, but maybe she
was only thinking because she nodded like she understood. “I
grouped everything to make it easier to remember,” she said. “But
maybe mixing it around would help keep everyone’s attention.
Notecards would be better than bored or giggly students.”

“Emily!” A woman’s voice called the name
from somewhere near where we’d ordered.

I couldn’t see around the booth, but Emily
jumped up and headed that way.

The woman with the Santa hat rolled up to
our table a minute later holding a glass in each hand. “Who wanted
no bananas?”

Ruth raised her hand.

She set one glass in front of Ruth and the
other in front of me. Emily was right behind her with two more
glasses.

“You ladies enjoy the treat.” The older
woman – I guessed her to be around my mom’s age – skated backwards
as she left. She gave a friendly smile and dodged another table
without looking at it.

Emily had returned to her seat and seemed to
be watching for our reactions.

“This is really good,” Heather said.

I nodded agreement as I tasted mine.

“I can’t believe he made you something not
on the menu,” Ruth said. “I’ve seen him give people the stink eye
just for asking him to leave off the mustard.”

“The man is all bark,” Emily said. “He
wouldn’t even let me pay for these.”

“Really?” Heather and I asked at the same
time. Ruth was taking a sip, but her eyes widened with the same
question.

Emily smiled at the surprise. “He tried to
give me a hard time about how he couldn’t charge me because
Beethoven – that’s what he calls the register – doesn’t have a
button for things people aren’t supposed to order. Don’t worry
though. I won’t make this,” she waved a hand over our drinks, “a
habit. I wouldn’t want to take advantage. Or test the limits of his
secret niceness.”

I thought about secret niceness while I
enjoyed a cold and delicious drink. Cold was an odd choice for
December, but delicious was always a good choice. Was secret
niceness anything like not letting your right hand know what your
left was doing? Or did the mean front undo the backstage good?

Ruth caught my attention with a tiny gasp.
She was looking away from all of us and seemed to make up her mind
before she reached her hand into the air and waved.

I turned to follow her gaze. She appeared to
be waving at a young man who shared her red hair and freckles. I
wasn’t sure he was her target because he looked right at her, then
deliberately kept walking towards the counter.

Ruth put her arm down and whispered, “My
brother,” which only explained the part of the situation that I’d
already guessed. She rolled her eyes slightly at his lack of
reaction. It didn’t cover the hurt he caused.

Meanwhile, Heather had quickly wrapped one
arm around her head and turned inward. She was obviously trying to
hide her very red face. I wanted to know what was going on but felt
that all these friends were too new for me to start probing them
with personal questions. I poked my drink with my straw and hoped
they would fill me in without me having to ask.

“Still getting the full-on silent
treatment?” Emily asked gently.

Ruth nodded. “I don’t know what she told him
or…” She stopped and looked at me. “That’s my brother, Adam, who
just came in. He broke up with his girlfriend about three weeks
ago. They were together more than three years so he’s taking it
understandably hard. But he’s also taking it out on the family.”
She sighed and lowered her voice further. “I don’t know if she
blamed us when she dumped him or what. There was never any open
hostility, but from the first time he introduced Kayla things were
tense. It was just clear that she didn’t really fit in with… Maybe
we could have tried harder, but she didn’t make us want to. Anyway,
Adam hasn’t spoken to any of us since she left him.”

I tried to make my nod sympathetic. I’m
afraid I couldn’t stop looking at Heather though. I was really
curious about her embarrassment. I think it was my constant glances
that made Ruth finally notice that something was wrong.

She leaned towards Heather and hissed, “Do
you know something?”

Heather shook her head with a miserable
expression. She was still trying to blend in with the back of the
booth. “Kayla blamed me,” she said softly.

“You?” Ruth looked surprised. And wary.
“Why?”

“Can we wait until he leaves?” Heather
begged.

She was mostly talking to Ruth. Emily and I
looked at each other. She appeared about as clueless as I felt.
There were a few pieces I could place. Kayla was evidently the name
of Adam’s recent ex. Since Heather knew Kayla, and that Kayla
blamed her for the breakup, it seemed reasonable to assume it was
related to Heather seeking out new friends.

We went back to chatting about Emily’s
ballet-like class for a minute, distractedly. The backs of the
booths were high enough that I couldn’t see what was going on in a
lot of the restaurant, but I did see Adam’s back as he walked the
other way carrying a bag in one hand and a drink in the other.

I might have suspected that Heather asked to
talk about it later in the hope Ruth would forget if she hadn’t
been the one to restart the topic. She glanced around the booth
shortly after I saw Adam walk past and then gave Ruth a quick
nod.

Ruth simply raised her eyebrows and said,
“So?”

“I didn’t do anything, I swear.” Heather
looked at me and Emily. “Kayla and I were friends since like
sometime in Jr. High. Us and these two other girls. We got together
all the time. When Kayla started dating Adam, she didn’t ditch us.
She just started bringing him along. The more time I spent with
him, the more I realized…” Heather put her hand on her forehead and
focused her eyes on the table. “I realized I was falling for him,”
she mumbled. She looked up again and kept talking as her face grew
redder. “Nothing happened and nothing was going to happen. I would
never… and Adam would never… But it was awkward to be around him
when I was feeling things I shouldn’t so I tried to see Kayla and
the others only when Adam wasn’t going to be there.”

Heather took a breath and stirred her straw
around. “It mostly worked for… I don’t know, a long time. But every
time I thought I was over the crush, I’d accidentally bump into him
or something and realize I needed more time. A couple months ago,
Kayla figured out that I was avoiding him. She kept asking me why I
didn’t like Adam and what did I have against him and… I kept saying
nothing and she kept not believing me and… She was relentless, just
would not let it go. I finally told her the truth. I thought she
took it well. She said she was actually relieved that not
everyone was against them. Sorry, Ruth.”

Ruth shrugged. “Despite our issues, I am
genuinely sorry for both of them that the relationship ended
badly.”

“Me, too,” Heather said. “I did not…” She
sighed again. “Anyway, a few days after I told Kayla, she called
me. She was really upset, said she had to break up with Adam
because she’d never be able to trust him now that she knew
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