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The Stranger
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It’s a tragedy when we fail to realise that what we longed for, has been with us all along....

Until it’s too late. 

Such is the story of Abigail Applewood.
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BEEP – BEEP – BEEP.

The sky’s still dark. 

Without sparing the culprit a glance, Abigail reached for the snooze button, accidentally knocking the alarm clock off its perch. The poor thing gave up its ghost.

“Ugh.” 

She forced her leaden body out of her soft, warm bed and checked the broken clock.

8:15

She’d be late.

Her new boss would kill her!

Drowsiness fled.

No time to shower. Toothbrush in foamy mouth, she grabbed the first dress from her wardrobe, slipped into it, rinsed her mouth and ran for the bus, high heel shoes in one hand, her handbag in the other.

The merciful driver waited for her.

“Thanks,” she mumbled as she boarded the bus, her eyes searching for an empty seat.

Plopping herself beside a man with his nose stuck in his tablet, she sighed. Relief washed over her. She wouldn’t be late. She slipped on her shoes, conjured a pack of crackers from her bag and nibbled as her ride brought her to the bus stop a street away from the office building. 

Lightning flashed across the gloomy sky.

Thunder cracked.

The heavens opened with a sudden onslaught of rain.

Searching through her bag, her heart sank. Her umbrella was missing. 

How then?

Should she brave the rain and show up looking like a wet cat?

It was either that or get fired for reporting late again. 

Stepping into the rain, she remained remarkably dry. The sensual scent of wood and musk engulfed her. Heart racing, she stopped, bumping into a hard muscled chest beneath a thin layer of fabric.

Looking up, mesmerising eyes framed by thick fringes of lashes met hers. A drop dead gorgeous guy, built like a professional football player, sheltered her with a large black umbrella.
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Elysian Tower
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Protecting Abigail from the pelting rain, the mysterious stranger spoke. “May I?” His smooth baritone distracted her from the rest of what he said.

Amusement danced in his eyes as she gawked at him. His lips moved but the words didn’t penetrate her thick skull. 

Snap out of this! You’re not thirteen anymore! Abigail chided herself.

“I am going to Elysian Tower,” he said as they crossed the road. “I can shelter you on the way there.”

“That’s where I work,” she blurted. 

“Then we are neighbours,” he replied. 

“Who are you?” Abigail wasn’t sure what to make of this guy. He’s attractive. Disturbingly so. 

Didn’t Scyler say that serial killers have to be extremely attractive or charismatic in order to trap their victims? Abigail shuddered.

“Forgive my lack of manners,” he flashed a charming grin that reached his twinkling eyes. “I’m Ben.”

“I’m Abigail,” she replied, wondering whether it’s a good idea to give a stranger her name, on top of telling him where she worked. What if Scyler’s right? He’s too charismatic.

“I attend the Thyatiran Church,” he offered. “I serve as a leader in the youth ministry on Saturdays and do Church on Sundays. Would you like to visit?”

Ah there it was. He’s safe. He’s not a serial killer. He’s just being nice to get people to go to his church. Abigail’s boss, whom she wanted minimal contact with, was from that congregation.

“I’ll think about it.” Why couldn’t she give him a straight no? Then again, it couldn’t hurt to visit if Ben’s going to play host.

“Sure,” he replied. 

They walked in silence.

“You look troubled,” he observed.

“I’m going to be late, and if I’m late, I’ll lose my job,” Abigail glanced at her watch.

Without a word, he wrapped his arm around her waist and picked her up as if she weighed nothing. Abigail’s heart dropped to her shoes. “What are you doing?”

“Shhhhh,” he smirked. 

While still sheltering her, he sprinted. 

How was that even possible? 

Her heart felt like it would leap out of her chest. His bulging arm held her against his powerful chest, supporting her weight. His warm breath on her face snapped her out of her stupor. 

Who eats garlic for breakfast?

He carried her all the way across the road, down the street and to the Elysian Tower. She could barely catch her breath when he set her down in the lobby. Her cheeks burned. All eyes were on them, but he seemed not to care.

“Here’s my number,” Ben scribbled on a piece of paper which he handed to her, as he dropped her off at the lobby. “Call me if you ever want to visit my church.”

Her emotions were a mess by the time she clocked in. One minute late. That should be okay. Company policy states a grace period of five minutes. 

She couldn’t deny her physical attraction towards Ben, but did he feel the same way about her? Was she going to make a fool of herself? Again?

Guys.

She’s never had any luck with them.

The ones that attracted her would never give her the time of the day.

The ones that didn’t, just wouldn’t go away.

But Ben. Maybe he’s the one.

Stifled sobs broke her out of her thoughts as she walked towards her desk.

Scyler, her best pal, sat curled in a corner, crying.
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Manager of Applications Development. 

MAD in short. 

That’s Stella’s job designation and title. 

It suited her perfectly. Whenever she flew into an insane rage, she resembled a mad dog. With rabies.

Stella sashayed out of her office. Triumphant.

“Did you hear me scold Scyler?” MAD boasted as she tottered across the room in her stilettos. “I made her cry.” Abigail’s fearsome boss crowed. Triumphant.

At twenty-three, the striking woman headed the entire department of programmers and systems analysts. The Deputy Director, a middle-aged married man with an eye for young hot babes hired her as his right-hand woman. It was no secret that they patronise fancy bars every night, on the company’s tab, to talk “strategy”.

“That,” Stella announced to her unwilling audience, “is power.”

Abigail bit her tongue. Speaking up would draw Stella’s ire without helping the situation.

“My pastor says that if we do what she says and serve in church, then on judgement day, we are going to get iron sceptres to rule the nations. We will have the power to destroy anyone who stands against us. That’s far more power than you can ever dream of,” Stella laughed as she strode back into her office.

“Is there such a thing?” Abigail asked.

Evelyn shrugged. “On Sundays, she’s a different person altogether. She’s generous, helpful and very popular among her church friends. They don’t see her sadistic side.”

That didn’t answer her question. As she watched her sobbing friend, Abigail pondered the injustice of it all.

Stella’s door flung open. “Abigail,” shrieked the banshee. “In my office. Now!”
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Drama Queen
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“You. Were. Late.” Stella’s eyes gleamed with menace as she waved a report in her face.

“I was one minute late,” Abigail protested. “HR says we have five minutes grace.”

“One minute late is still late,” snarled the mad dog. “Last warning. If you’re late one more time, I will fire you on the spot.” With a sneer, MAD showed Abigail the door.

What could she do?

Abigail needed this job, not that it paid much. Each month’s salary was enough to cover the rent, her meals and essentials. She had no savings!

“I’ll provide. Trust me,” her only true friend assured the terrified girl, calming her. She’d known him since she was a kid in Sunday School, and he had never let her down. She trusted him with her life.

Her hands stopped shaking. Her heart lightened. With a smile on her face, she entered the meeting room, taking a seat beside Scyler.

The door flew open. Stella made her grand entrance.

Dripping in huge gaudy baubles, dressed from head to toe in luxury brands, MAD began her presentation.

Stella shook her head, euphoric as she conducted her presentation, her ample assets bouncing with equal enthusiasm. How many times had she bragged about the modest fortune she had lavished on beauty treatments for those twin trophies of womanhood?

Tossing her head to emphasise a point, a huge earring broke free, nestling itself in the valley between her proud twin peaks.

Abigail snorted, turning the choked laugh into an innocent cough.

She had to give Stella credit for her unflappable confidence as she turned away to fish the rock out with discretion. Then she continued her presentation as if nothing happened, though her head shaking activities ceased.

The meeting ended in time for lunch. Scyler and Evelyn brought their own sandwiches.

Having overslept, Abigail made her way to the staff canteen where affordable meals could be had. With a tray laden with the day’s special, she found a seat and picked at her food, wondering idly where the meat for the patties came from. 

The grapevine said the meat was cheap because it came from one of the tenants who grew meat from cell cultures in laboratories. In other words, everyone who ate here was a guinea pig. She screwed her nose as she bit into the patty. It was as dry as cardboard but drenched with lots of salty cream to compensate. It looked like beef but tasted like chicken. 

Meat is still meat. She brushed those rumours aside. This must be gossip born from the fanciful imaginations of fellow disgruntled, underpaid workers.

“Is this seat taken?” a familiar voice rumbled.

Heat rushed to her cheeks. 

Ben!
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Ignoring her traitorous heart, Abigail faked nonchalance.

She counted to ten in silence so she wouldn’t appear desperate. Then she put on her sweetest smile. “No, it’s not. Please, have a seat.”

He sat opposite her with a large plate of potatoes and meatballs that smelled of garlic. “Did you make it in time?”

“Almost,” she replied.

He looked up from his plate, holding her in an intense gaze. Her heart fluttered.

“What do you mean almost?” He frowned.

“I was one minute late,” she grimaced.

“Ah,” relief washed over his face. “So, all’s good.”

“But boss said one minute late is still late. She gave me a final warning. Next time I’m late, I’m fired,” she stabbed her chicken masquerading as beef.

“I should have run faster,” he murmured, his voice a sexy whisper.

She shrugged, forcing a smile.

“Say, do you think this meat is farmed or from lab cultures,” she bit into the cream drenched meat. 

“Farmed, definitely,” he replied. “Meat grown from cultures in labs would cost a hundred times the menu prices.”

“How do you know?” She asked, when a tiny hand clasped her shoulder.

“Abigail Applewood,” A gentle, feminine voice interrupted their conversation.

She turned around, face to face with an old friend. “Penelope?” 

The petite brunette’s face lit up in a radiant smile. “I thought it was you. I came to see a client and decided to have lunch here. I couldn’t find any free tables.”

“Join us,” Ben pulled a chair over and placed it beside him.

“Thanks.” The tiny lady smiled at Ben. The massive man’s ears turned crimson as he returned a shy smile.

“Ben, meet Penelope. She’s an old classmate from college,” Abigail sensed Ben’s enthusiasm, akin to a Saint Bernard meeting his new master.

“Pleased to meet you,” Ben leaned into Penelope’s personal space, offering the tiny woman his hand.

Penelope shrank back. The shy girl must be intimidated by the massive man’s ardour.

“Down boy,” Abigail whispered. “Penelope’s timid. Don’t frighten her.”

“Sorry,” Ben muttered, rubbing the back of his head. Awkward.

Penelope pulled her chair closer to Abigail, putting some distance between herself and Abigail’s date. Then she focused on her food as if it were the most interesting thing in the world.

“Sorry,” Ben mumbled again. “I’m a caveman, readjusting to civilian life.”

Penelope perked up, she eyed Ben tentatively. Curious.

“I was in the military. Early retirement to start life afresh after fighting other people’s wars,” he explained.

Penelope tilted her head as she listened with growing interest to Ben’s war stories. Abigail felt invisible. Ben and Penelope were that engrossed with each other.

“I’ve got an appointment now,” Penelope patted Ben’s hand. Irrational jealousy surged within Abigail. Ben’s her date!

“I’ll walk you there,” Ben replied.

“No, thanks. You two continue,” Penelope retreated towards the exit.
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“Stay,” Abigail patted Ben’s hand. “You’ll scare her off.”

Ben stared at Penelope as she disappeared into the crowd. “You’re right,” he frowned. “Did I come across as too aggressive?” The hunk seemed insecure.

Abigail shrugged. “Anyway, I’ve got to go now. My lunch break is over.”

“Before you leave, can I have your contact?” he asked.

Abigail was stunned. Throughout the conversation with Penelope, he paid no attention to Abigail. Now he wants Abigail’s number? Hope bubbled in her heart. She scribbled her phone number on a napkin and handed it to him.

“Here’s mine,” Ben gave her a name card with his name and contact emblazoned in gold. 

Abigail stood up, expecting Ben to send her off, but the handsome man stayed rooted to his seat. “See you around,” he waved.

The rest of the day passed in a blur. All she could think about was Ben. He’s way out of her league, but they exchanged numbers. That’s something. Isn’t it?

After a much-needed shower in her apartment, Abigail kicked her feet up on a stool and lounged in her favourite seat, channel surfing. Her phone beeped. It’s a text from Ben.

Ben: Abigail, It’s me, Ben.

Abby: Hi Ben

Ben: There’s a movie showing which I think you’d like.

Abby: Which is it?

Ben: The sequel to the animal cartoon you loved.

Abby: You mean The Whale Story?

Ben: Yep. Want to watch that with me? I’ve got tickets.

Abby: When?

Ben: Saturday. 5pm. 

Abby: I can make it.

Ben: Great! We’ll meet at the main entrance to Town Square.

Abby: I’ll be there.

Hyperventilating, Abigail stared at their chat. The guy of her dreams wanted to take her out on a proper date! She must have been imagining things between him and Penelope. 

––––––––
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RELEASING THE CURLING tongs, Abigail scrutinised her reflection. Then she spritzed her hair to secure hours of meticulous work. Satisfied, she stepped into her stilettos and out of her apartment.

“Wow!” Aaron, her next-door neighbour and childhood buddy did a double take.

“Like it?” Abigail swirled around to show off her new second-hand dress. It was the nicest she could afford on her meagre savings.

“Love it.” His sunny smile never failed to warm her heart. “Big date?”

“You bet!” She smirked. “Think he’ll like it?”

“If he doesn’t, he’d have to be as blind as a bat,” Aaron looked her up and down, appreciatively. “He’s one lucky guy.”

“Thanks Aaron,” Abigail skipped off. Her dear friend knew her insecurities and has always been quick to give her a much-needed confidence boost.

The walk to the Town Square was short. Ben waited for her at the entrance - his expression, indecipherable.

“Don’t you have a better outfit?” He blurted. “That dress looks worn out.”

That stung. But he was honest and didn’t sweet talk, she assured herself.

“Show is starting in half an hour. You get the popcorn and drinks and I’ll join the queue to get us both in.” He looked distracted. “Gate three.”

Half an hour later, she made her way to the gate with a bag of popcorn and drinks. Ben waved her over from the front of the queue. 

“Excuse me,” she squeezed past a couple. “Sorry,” she accidentally stepped on someone’s toe as she navigated her way to Ben’s side. 

“What took you so long?” Ben chided. Grabbing a drink from her, he took a gulp.

Abigail’s patience wore thin.

Some date. Abigail had a good mind to walk out.

She scowled. “You can watch the movie yourself,” she muttered.

Ben’s face softened. “I was only joking.” The big man held her hand, holding her captive in his intense gaze. “Dinner will be on me.”

Abigail’s cheeks burned. Her hand tingled at his touch. She couldn’t stay mad at him as he led her to their seats.

Watching the movie, his fingertips brushed against her hand, reaching for more popcorn. She swore she felt sparks at his accidental touch. Her heart felt like she had just run a marathon. Why did he have such an annoying effect on her?

He brought her to a fast-food restaurant and got burgers and fries for their dinner. 

Ben offered Abigail two baskets of burger and fries to choose from. “This is avocado beef burger, that is mushroom Swiss.”

Both smelled delectable. Abigail chose the avocado version.

“Real beef,” he smirked. 

Abigail sank her teeth into her burger. It was delicious.

“I was from Brownstone College,” Ben dipped his fries into the tub of sour cream. “I joined the Marines after graduation.”

“Yes. You mentioned you met your best friend Ethan in Brownstone. After graduation, you two decided to sign up for the Marines together,” she nibbled on a potato wedge.

“Was Penelope your best friend in college?” He had a faraway look in his eyes.

“No, we happened to work on a project together but that’s about it,” Abigail shrugged. 

“She’s quite a girl,” Ben sighed. “Just between us, she’s the most beautiful girl I have ever seen,” his voice dropped to a whisper.

Hiding her disappointment, Abigail replied, “so I heard.”

“She’s so fair. So gentle and feminine,” the big man’s ears reddened. “Her dress sense is impeccable.”

Jealous pangs gnawed at Abigail. She didn’t need reminding that Penelope’s everything she’s not.

“Do you think a guy like me stands a chance with her?”

––––––––
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ABIGAIL STARED AT THE drop-dead gorgeous beefcake before her. “No,” she lied. “You’re not her type.”

Crestfallen, Ben put down his half-eaten burger. He seemed to have lost all appetite.

“Yeah,” he sighed. “An exquisite girl like Penelope would never look twice at a ruffian like me.”

Guilt ate at Abigail. “Don’t let that spoil our fun night out,” she said. 

“Sorry I’m such a wet blanket,” Ben’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I can be her type if I knew what she likes.”

Abigail scowled.

“C’mon Abby. You got to help me,” his large shiny eyes reminded her of a big puppy. She couldn’t say no when he gave her that look. “What does she like?”

“She’s timid by nature,” Abigail replied. “You scared her.” The first statement was true. The second, not so. Penelope called Abigail after that fateful lunch. They spoke of Ben. Penelope found him cute and likened him to an oversized teddy bear.

Ben’s dejected look evoked a twinge of guilt. “I came on too strong. She prefers men who are gentle,” he concluded.

In reality, tiny Penelope preferred big strong men who could protect her, and Ben qualified. Not that Abigail would let him know.

“What do you advise?” Ben asked. Hopeful.

“Give up. She’s not meant for you,” Abigail squirmed at her own words, but jealousy got its way.

“I don’t quit,” Ben pursed his lips. “Can you give me her number?” 

“It’s not mine to give. You’ll have to get it from her yourself,” she looked away.

While Ben tried to hold a conversation, she refused to respond. She ate her food, stealing tense glances at her date.

Ben looked puzzled. Then amusement lit his eyes. “Are you jealous?”

“What? Me? Jealous of her,” Abigail forced a laugh. “Of course not.”

“I get it. Enough talk about Penelope. Tell me about yourself,” his hand brushed over hers, the effect - electrifying.

The rest of the date was pleasant. Ben was a perfect gentleman.

He walked her home.

“Thanks for listening,” his lips brushed against her forehead at her door. “You’ve been a great friend.”

Friend. Is that all she was to him?

She’s not beautiful like Penelope. One look at P., and Ben’s smitten.

Abigail never stood a chance.

Envy raged in her heart, melting into bitterness.

Why Lord?

Sobbing herself to sleep, she could sense him in the room, comforting her. She turned away, too upset to open her eyes. Yet somehow, she knew he had left a gift for her.
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A New Day
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Ding dong.

The doorbell rang.

Abigail’s heart leaped. Was that Ben?

Jumping out of bed, Abigail sprinted to the door.

The buttery, savoury aroma of freshly baked potato pie wafted up her nose as she opened the door.

Her next-door neighbour, Aaron greeted her with a brilliant smile that lit the room. “I baked too many and thought you might like one,” he offered her a heavenly treat.

Her disappointment faded. It’s not Ben, but Aaron’s home made potato pies were the next best thing. Her childhood buddy had to be the world’s finest chef.

“Thank you, Aaron,” she pecked his cheek as she took the pie from him. She loved the way he blushed and squirmed at female attention.

“I’m on my way to church,” he said. “Want a lift.”

After her botched date with Ben, she’d forgotten it’s Sunday. She wouldn’t be able to get ready in time.

“Not today. I overslept. I’ll just watch the service online,” she replied.

“Suit yourself,” he laughed. 

Somehow, Aaron had this way of making everything brighter. He’s always been a ray of sunshine in her life.

“I got to go now. I’m serving today,” he walked out of the door. “

By the way,” he stopped to gaze at her. “You look exceptionally pretty today.” Then he was gone.

That was weird. 

The potato pie, on the other hand, would make a wonderful comfort treat. It’s still warm. Perfect for breakfast. After a morning shower, she tucked into Aaron’s amazing pie, delighting in every mouth-watering bite. 

Family secret or not, she had to weasel the recipe out of him one day. She smiled to herself thinking of her neighbour who’s like a brother. She could tell him anything. 

Almost. 

Certain things weren’t meant for guys’ ears. 

Service began after breakfast. Watching online had become a habit of convenience since the Covid lockdown. It cut down travelling time. Besides, other than Aaron and Scyler who attended the earliest service, which she could never wake up in time for, she didn’t know anyone in that huge church. Watching the service at home was no different from worshipping in a congregation of strangers.
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THE DAY HAD GONE AS well as it could. Girl talk, phone therapy with Scyler really helped. Even if Ben were interested in Penelope, he could only admire her from afar, the way a man might admire the statue of a goddess. From their interaction, it’s obvious Penelope wasn’t interested in him. She was polite because he’s Abigail’s friend. Ben asked Abigail out on a date after lunch and walked her home after that, which meant, he had to be interested in her. Abigail’s worries were nothing more than paranoia.

Humming to herself, she painted her nails.

The phone rang. 

Her heart raced in anticipation.

Steadying her breath, she picked up the phone.

It was Penelope.

She wanted to meet Abigail
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