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Chapter 1
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Muscles screamed and hands stung as Jeff wrestled with the quarter-inch-thick full sheet of plywood. The unwieldy lumber wouldn’t slide in the bed of his pickup. Sweat ran in streams down his back, but he refused—as always—to remove his hoodie while in public. He could cool off at home. But only if he could ever get this da— 

The board floated and quickly slid into the bed. Jeff stared at it, dumbfounded.

“Ready for the next one?”

Jeff jumped at the feminine voice. A woman held one side of the next sheet of plywood. She wore short jeans that stopped below her knees and a brightly colored flowing blouse. The blistering Sacramento sun lit streaks of gold in her wheat-colored hair.

Jeff remained hidden inside his hood, and peeked at her from the shadows within. “You don’t need to help. I can—”

“Oh, come on.” Her gentle coaxing and bright smile reached into his darkness. It revealed laugh lines around her mouth and eyes, telling him she smiled often. She might have been close to his age. He’d forgotten what smiling felt like, however. “It will be far easier with a little help.” She wiggled her side of the next slab of wood. “It’ll only take us a minute.”

He doubted her estimation of their capabilities. He’d purchased enough to rebuild his shed blown down in a late spring storm. “You’ll get splinters.” When was the last time he’d talked to anyone other than his clients over the phone? Here this ray of light smiled on him and offered to assist him. He needed so much help. His loneliness overwhelmed him.

“Not if we do it right. Come on.” It appeared again. Her radiant smile. How could one simple turn of the lips wrap him in a hug? When had someone last touched him? He tugged his hood a little lower over his face.

Jeff bent and retrieved his side of the next sheet, careful to remain inside his shroud. The plywood lifted with ease. Her hidden strength belied her feminine frame. She sidestepped toward the truck, and carried the large piece over the wheel well. He dropped his side too as she walked back to the full flatbed cart. The end of the sheet they’d placed inside sat dangling off the tailgate, and she gave it a shove with her hip.

“Two down, only a few more to go.” She already had the next sheet in hand. Jeff struggled to keep up with her.

As his truck bed filled, he gasped for breath in the growing heat. He noted the thin sheen of perspiration above her lip.

When they finished, Jeff thought about racing back into the store and buying another load to keep her here. Years of lonely misery had addled his brain. But his desperation made him want to spend a couple of more minutes with her.

She brushed her hands free of any sawdust. “I hope you have help to unload this wherever you’re going.” She picked up her purse near the back wheel of an SUV parked two spots away. “Have a great day.”

“Thank you.” Jeff had followed her like a lost puppy, and extended his right, gloved hand. He usually shook with his left—if he touched anyone at all. “I would have been here for hours without your help. I don’t know how to repay you.”

Her grip was strong yet gentle as it nestled inside of his. “Nothing to thank. We can all use an extra pair of hands now and then.” Her voice was neither high nor low. It slid through her perfect rosy lips with the same carefree manner as she’d helped him.

“Will you need any help loading your items?” What compelled him to push this hard? Keep your head down, get away from people—especially beautiful, smiling ones—stay hidden. He’d lived like this for the last two decades. Alone. But now, fifty-one years old, he couldn’t bear it another moment.

She pulled a couple of items out of her pocket with her free hand. “Nah, all I need is to find new replacements for these thingies and one of the bar things that hooks to the bulb-floating thing in the toilet. Little stuff.” She still gripped his hand.

And he hadn’t pulled away.

An errant gust of wind from a passing delivery truck snatched his hood back over his shoulders. He jerked. Exposed. His hideous face unmasked for her to recoil from. The sweat caking his body froze, along with his heart.

Her smile never faded. Her gaze never left his. She saw it, didn’t she? The wretched scar covering the right side of his face. Smooth blotchy pink and white skin; how could she miss it? Still she held his hand, her smile hugged him tight.

Jeff scrambled to retrieve and replace the hood. “Sorry,” he muttered, and cowered under his shroud once more.

She shrugged. “We all have scars.” No disgust tainted her voice. No condemnation. But then she didn’t know how he’d come by his. She’d never speak to him if she knew the truth. Yet for now, she still hadn’t turned away—or released his hand.

“May I help you find your emitters, fogger on barbs, and a float arm?”

“Barbs on foggers … arms?” She chuckled. “No wonder I can’t find anything in this store. Who came up with these names?”

“Probably a man.”

She laughed and finally released her grasp. “It’s a conspiracy, right? All the men got together and made home improvement and car repair as confusing and complicated as possible. In middle school when they separate us for PE, the boy’s spend part of their time learning the code so you can fix all this junk. That leaves us women trying to figure out what a barb on a fogger does and where it’s located in the store.”

“Shh. Not so loud. We can’t let everyone in on the secret.” Jeff hadn’t felt the desire to laugh in—in—could it be eighteen years? He couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted to joke around.

She laughed. Beautiful, full, with the little snort at the end. “I knew it.”

“Well, I would be honored, as a holder of the secrets, to assist you, my lady.” He bowed at the waist.

Her head tipped, making more light sparkle in her hair. “You don’t have to get your load to a job sight?”

“Just rebuilding a shed the last storm took down.”

“I remember that storm. It was crazy.” She turned and started walking, and he fell into step beside her as though they did this every day. “My neighbor had a thirty-foot pine nearly cleaved their house in two. No one got hurt, thank goodness, but our power was out for days.”

“Wow. I thought I had it rough. I only lost the shed. Saved most of the tools inside.”

“I had to throw out hamburger, cheese, and milk. I almost lost three cartons of ice cream.” She rubbed her stomach and licked her lips.

“At least it wasn’t a total loss.” He chuckled both at her story and the fact she’d turned the wrong direction at the main aisle. “Plumbing’s this way.”

She glanced up at the department signs suspended from the ceiling. “Plumbing, right?”

“The floating arm?” She blinked. Her blue eyes reminded him of the sky at sunset. “The bar thingy attached to the floating thing in the toilet.”

“Ah!”

Later as she made her purchases, and they headed out the door toward the cars, he stopped, pulling her up short. He extended his hand again. “Jeff, Jeff Tate.”

She took it without reservation. “Jessica Easton.”

“Thanks for taking the time to help and let me help you.” He drew in a deep breath, and it eased out with a sigh. The next words came in little more than a whisper. “I really don’t want it to end.”

Jeff glanced at her from under his hood. His heart struggled to beat around the foreign emotions growing there. “Is there any way I could convince you to grab a smoothie with me?” He pointed to the shop at the far end of the parking lot and held his breath. This was insane. It couldn’t go anywhere. But maybe, just maybe, she’d say yes. It would give him one happy memory, out of the last two decades of misery, to hang on to in the long lonely days ahead.
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Chapter 2
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His loneliness and self-imposed isolation had finally driven Jeff mad. Utterly off his rocker. He couldn’t find another way to explain his need to spend time with Jessica. He’d just met this woman no more than thirty minutes ago, and he’d asked her out. Well, not on a date—but she might consider it a date. He hadn’t been on one since before he married almost thirty years ago.

Jessica continued to smile as they strolled toward the smoothie shop. “You’ve purchased a lot of plywood. Your shed must be good-sized.”

“It held all my tack and equipment. Would have stood longer if the termites and storm hadn’t conspired together.”

“Tack? Like in saddles?”

Jeff marveled at the fact she knew the term tack, but not float arm or emitter. “Yeah.” They entered the smoothie shop and placed their orders. He paid.

“You don’t have to pay, you know?”

“It’s the least I can do for making you work so hard.”

“You didn’t make me do anything, and I enjoyed being useful.” With their vivid colored drinks, they turned to the seating available. “It’s too noisy in here.” Jessica used her raised cup of deep red ice to point to a table outside. “You mind sitting out there?”

Mind? For whatever incomprehensible reason, Jeff would agree to sit on the moon to be with her for a few more moments. He should think about calling a psychologist. He didn’t behave this way—not in the last eighteen years. He shook his head and held the door open for her.

She paused for a moment before she preceded him and moved to the table. She took the sunny side and left the chair under the full shade of the umbrella for him. The tiny cut-out metal table rocked as she set her drink down.

“Sure you don’t want the shade?”

“Nah, the drink will make me cold.” She lifted her cup in a toast and took a long draw on the straw. “Uh, cold freeze.” She shuttered and sat it down again. Putting her foot up on one of the table’s legs, she crossed her ankles, leaned back, and considered him with her warm grin. “Horses?”

Jeff settled onto the front of his heavy metal chair and rested his forearms on the table. “Yeah, I break difficult horses for others on a small ranch on the outskirts of Elk Grove. It’s one of my jobs.”

“One? How many do you have?”

“I work from home for a few different companies. Computer filing and management, billing, compiling analysis, and accounting. It allows me stay at home but pay the bills.”

“I haven’t ridden in years.” She chuckled before she took another smaller drink. “I think the last time I rode a horse, my aunt and uncle were in town. My parents had taken us all to Lake Tahoe and we rented horses to ride near the shore. They were used to the trail and tourists, their heads hung as they plodded along—bored out of their minds. They barely swished their tails to keep the flies away. I think they called my uncle’s horse, Oink.”

She hadn’t commented on him working at home. She offered no judgment, only the most comfortable conversation he’d ever had. “Those who come through my place are a little more spirited.”

“How do you break them?”

“Slowly. With the damaged ones, trust doesn’t come easy. Bad owners have screamed at, beaten, and whipped them. I’m sometimes the last stop before a gruesome end. Most of the original owners have turned them over to a place where they can serve as therapy animals. If I can’t tame them to work well with people already suffering, they don’t have any place to go but the glue factory.”

“Do they still use horses for glue?”

Jeff chuckled. He’d said it often enough it sounded normal, but he could be repeating an old wives’ tale. “You know, I have no idea.”

“So, you’re a horse whisperer?”

“I’ve been called that.” Jeff raised his cup with a nod.

“Well, it’s important work. The horses need someone to work them over their fears so they can help others with theirs.”

“I never thought of it like that. The work is enjoyable and it pays the bills.” He considered her again. Up to this point, they’d only talked about him. “And you? What do you do?”

She shrugged and took a long, slow drink. “Nothing as important or interesting as you. I work in a cube farm—an office full of cubicles, managing a group of workers—though I use the term loosely. We collect documents for review to distribute grant moneys allotted by the state.”

“Some of those grants can be pretty important.”

“But everyone wants money and there is little to show for it when it’s all said and done. Nothing really changes.”

“And your co-workers?”

“Oh, don’t get me started. I’m going to church tomorrow and don’t need to seek forgiveness yet again.” Her words were full of mirth and mischief.

“I haven’t been to church in years, I imagine, for as long as it’s been since you’ve ridden.”

“You should come. We’re small but faithful, and we meet in Elk Grove.” She pulled a pen from a pocket of her purse as it dangled from a decorative hook on the edge of the table, wrote the time and the address on her napkin, and handed it to him. “You’re always welcome.”

“Thanks.” Jeff tucked it in his hoodie pocket. He had no intention of going. To come here, sit and drink smoothies with a woman, had already pulled him far outside his comfort-zone. He couldn’t gather with a large group of people, and he was sure hoodies weren’t allowed. Besides, God would never want him inside His house again.

They talked for a little while longer and sipped their drinks. When she slurped hers dry, her lips curved in disappointment. “Guess we have to return to our prospective homes and get to work on our projects.”

“I suppose so.” It helped to know she didn’t seem to want to leave either. He stood and pulled out her chair as she rose. Again, she paused, and she gave him an odd look. He embodied his idea of a southern gentleman. This is what every man should do for a woman, but his action caused her to pause.

They trekked to their vehicles. “Thanks again for the assist,” Jeff reached for her hand and inclined his head.

“It was my pleasure. Thanks for your help, too—and the smoothie. 

What a refreshing treat on such a hot day.”

Jeff relinquished her hand and moved to his truck.

“Hope I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”
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Jessica shook her head as she pulled out of the parking lot. “You have a confounding sense of humor, God. At the moment, I can’t say I’m amused.”

She turned down the praise music as she pulled onto the freeway. “I have prayed, begged, cried, screamed, and ranted—for years, about You bringing someone into my life. First a boyfriend, then a husband, then a friend, heck, any warm body to call when life and perspective turned bleakest, even someone for me to help to make me feel like my life matters. You have, nevertheless, remained silent on the matter of my companionship and need for connection with somebody. This morning I gave up. Surrendered to it being You and me and then You go and do this? What are You up to? And do I even want to know?”

Jessica had put off the trip to the home improvement store for over a week. As the lawn turned browner by the day, she decided she’d lose it for good if she didn’t get the sprinklers fixed. With a sigh, she’d risen from her defeated prayer on her knees—something she never did—and headed out the door. A huge flatbed had blocked her normal entrance into the parking lot. She had to go to the far end closest to the garden department. The lot sat almost full except for a couple of spots at the end of one row next to a man struggling by himself to load an entire cart of plywood.

Jessica remained in her car and watched him battle with a single large sheet before she’d looked up with her finger pointed at heaven. “Now! Seriously? It’s like a thousand degrees outside today, and You want me to help him load wood? Oh, Your timing stinks.”

She shook her head again, this time at herself. She knew good and well the name of a float arm and where to locate the sprinkler parts. Okay, she didn’t know it was called a bobbing fogger, but she knew what they looked like and where to find them. She’d played dumb because she wanted him to rescue her, which made absolutely no sense. Jessica had been doing repairs around her place by herself for decades. She knew every aisle of the home improvement store but let him play the hero. Jessica had no idea why.

She pulled into her garage and sat in her car as the door lowered behind her. In the dim light, the image of his terrified gaze captured her again. Jeff had looked as though he feared for his life when his hood blew off. Sure, he had a scar, probably from a burn, but it wasn’t bad. Smooth, light skin stretched over a little of his neck and kissed his jaw. He hadn’t been grossly disfigured, but Jeff acted ashamed of his wounds—or at least what had caused them. His reaction to being uncovered made it clear.

Jessica hadn’t been able to determine his eye color as his pupils had engulfed the irises. He wore his hair cut neat and not too long or super short. The black locks had been straight and ruffled by his hood. His oval face had high cheekbones. Though he’d hidden in his hoodie today, his skin had a deep sun-kissed tone.

Still, from the jerk and release of her hand, to the tremor that had run through him, the man leaked fear like a broken radiator spewed precious coolant.

Jessica stepped from her car at last. The girls were clamoring at the door for her to come in the house. Their nails were sure to remove all the paint if she didn’t open the barrier to the kitchen soon. Her two chihuahua mixes were the only thing that kept her sane most days. 

She thought about Jeff and his small scar again. Scars were a part of this life, it seemed. Some came by them in accidents, others by more shameful means. She rubbed her leg.
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Heat licked at exposed flesh. Pain tore up my arm. The stench of burned skin seared my nose. A child wailed.

Jeff jerked upright, freeing himself of another flashback. He sat on the side of his bed and reached for the bucket he always kept nearby. It had been bad this time. The charred smell hadn’t evaporated with the nightmare, and he vomited.

How much longer can I endure this hell?

Tonight’s violent retching continued unabated. It hadn’t been this bad in a couple of years—other than on the anniversary of that terrible night. Jessica’s smiling face flashed in his mind. His stomach heaved long after it was empty and the effort fruitless.

He’d thought about her all afternoon as he unloaded the wood on a wheeled cart and started cutting it to fit the waiting frame of two-by-fours. But remembering her now made him queasy.

He tried to picture her scowling face as it filled with disgust when she learned what he’d done, but her image continued to smile at him. Jeff imagined the impossible. She’d hate him if she ever learned of his past.

But it didn’t matter. He’d never see her again. It was better this way. A happy memory unmarred by his horrible actions. At last the exhausting dry heaves abated, and he rested on the edge of his bed. The smell in his room and the lingering taste in his mouth drove him to the bathroom.

After emptying and cleaning the bucket, he brushed his teeth. Now wide-awake and unwilling for an encore of his nightmare, he moved to the living room. A chill slithered over his bare arms and chest though the heat from the day still warmed the house. He snatched up his hoodie and moved toward the couch.

His fingers played with the rough texture of a flimsy scrap in his pocket. He drew out the buff-colored napkin. He unfolded it to revealed neat bubbly writing that mirrored her personality, open and pretty: Rivers of Grace, 9:30, 1525 Wellington Lane.

Reaching for the remote, he tried to ignore the summons. He wouldn’t find much on at two a.m. He could stream an old series or a favorite movie—anything to get his mind off the distant past and his encounter today. He wanted to crush the napkin in his fist. They would never accept him there. How could they welcome a man like him?

“The Lord is calling you!”

Jeff startled as his TV came to life. A preacher stood behind a carved wooden pulpit; his Bible held high in the air. “The Lord wants you—” he hit the remote. An info-mercial about a newfangled car cleaner filled the screen. He closed his eyes and tried to catch his breath. His empty hand made his eyes pop open again. The napkin had fallen to the floor.

The pretty handwriting staring back at him came with her voice, ‘You should come.’ Her gentle beckon added to the preacher’s shout of the Lord calling him until it clamored in his weary brain in a ruckus cacophony. He leaned back, rested his head on the couch, and stared at the ceiling sure he would vomit again.




Jeff sat in his pickup, as his hands gripped the steering wheel in a strangle hold. He’d never gone back to bed, because he didn’t want a revisit of the old memory. Still, the notion of attending Jessica’s church wouldn’t let him be either. He couldn’t remember a time he suffered such badgering.

“I don’t want to be here,” he said again as he stared at the cross over the entrance, but he didn’t feel free to return home. He glanced down at the only pair of khaki’s he owned. They were a little tight, but the rest of his wardrobe consisted of jeans. He didn’t own a suit or a dress jacket. Jeff stared in the rearview mirror at his one non-plaid shirt. The off blue color clashed with his lone green tie. He propped the collar up in an eighties preppy style. He didn’t know of any other way to cover his scars, and the collar didn’t do the job well.

Without releasing his death grip on the steering wheel, Jeff glanced at his watch—9:20. He scanned the parking lot again. He didn’t see Jessica’s SUV. Could she have another car? Maybe she wouldn’t attend today. But it he couldn’t miss her. The long narrow lot consisted of four rows. He’d backed into a spot in the row nearest the street, a fair distance from the church entrance to watch for Jessica.

The building looked to be an old strip mall. It might have held a half dozen or more little shops at one time. Now the church occupied one end with a couple of medical offices in the rest.

“I don’t want to be here.”

He tried to roll his tight shoulders.

9:24.

An SUV pulled in the middle row and parked facing the church also, about a dozen cars to his right.

A familiar woman with gold streaks rippling through her hair stepped out. She’d pulled it back near her temples in a clip. Her brilliant white blouse fluttered as she pushed the car door closed, but she didn’t move. Her head and her shoulders drooped. After a moment, she glanced up at the gleaming cross and took a few slow steps. Nothing of the life and spark remained from yesterday.

What could be bothering her?

A woman sped up the sidewalk in front of Jessica. The gal said something, Jessica’s head turned his way as she looked up and offered a weak smile and wave to the passing woman. But her slow, labored steps persisted as the other lady continued past her and Jessica stared at the ground again. She paused at the door, hand on the bar, a deep rise and fall of her shoulders before she pulled it open.

Jeff slid out of the truck, crossed the lot, and stepped onto the sidewalk before he comprehended any action. Inside the cool building, a large open space greeted him with a smattering of potted plants and a few small seating areas. A little coffee bar sat tucked in the corner. Someone sat behind the counter on the opposite wall. To the left, a couple stood passing out papers and greeting people in front of propped open double doors that led into the sanctuary beyond.

People milled about and engaged in lively discussion. Jessica stood alone near the back. She watched the shrinking crowd as they filed through the double doors, and Jeff kept his eyes on her. His heart thudded. He stood inside a church—somewhere he swore he’d never go again. The building hadn’t collapsed on his head yet—a surprising revelation. Still, he’d come for one reason. Jessica drew him like iron to a magnet. He wiped his sweaty palms on his thighs and fought for a deep breath.

He approached her and cleared his throat.

“Oh, sorry.” She stepped back out of the way to let him pass between her and a chair before she looked his direction. Their eyes met. But she gave no reaction. What am I doing here?
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Jessica’s eyes widened, and her mouth opened. In one sudden movement, she threw her arms around Jeff’s neck. “Oh my gosh. You came.” She released him with a quick jerk and her cheeks flared bright with color. “I’m glad you’re here.” Her smile grew full and genuine.

“Yeah.” Her exuberant embrace left him reeling, and his mouth failed to work or his brain to form thought.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” She reached for his tie, worked the knot loose, and removed it. “I should have said we’re pretty casual here.” Jessica undid the top two buttons of his shirt and laid down the collar. Her hand brushed his scar. Everything in his experience told Jeff to run, yet every muscle in his body refused to twitch. Not only had she glimpsed his hideous disfigurement, now she exposed him to the scorn of the world. If he could just move, he’d escape. What was wrong with him?

In truth, the pressure against the unfeeling surface was the first time anyone had touched him since he’d left the infirmary. Could it be some deep need for human contact that caused his immobility?

Jessica didn’t flinch or cringe. She brushed down his shoulders and arms before stepping back to appraise him. “Perfect.” Her eyes sparkled with merriment.

How could she call his marred flesh, faultless?

She slipped to his side as she rolled his tie into a nice bundle and dropped it in a pocket in her purse. He followed her light and bouncing steps. She took an offered pamphlet from the woman at the door as a voice spoke over the microphone inside.

“Good morning, Jess.” The woman greeted her. About thirty with brown hair, she wore a calf-length skirt and form-fitting blouse. She hugged Jessica.

After the embrace, Jessica turned and motioned toward him. “This is my friend, Jeff.”

Jeff startled at her referring to him as more than an acquaintance. 

The man at the other door shook Jeff’s gloved hand and offered him a brochure. He wore khakis too, and a Hawaiian print shirt. “Welcome.”

“Thank you.” This man didn’t stare at his scars either. He offered a warm and inviting smile. Jeff relaxed by another degree. Maybe coming wouldn’t turn out as bad as he feared.

The woman passing out papers hugged Jeff too, before he followed Jessica through the doors. Two embraces in the last eighteen years, and they’d both happened in the previous two minutes. His head whirled.

Jessica directed him past an older couple and took the seat between him and the elderly lady in polyester slacks and a heavy sweater. Jessica’s elbow pressed lightly against his right arm, but she didn’t shy away from him.

Jeff looked around as someone read the announcements. The room formed a square with the stage in one corner opposite the inner doors they’d come through. Padded chairs of deep red filled the space in neat rows. A large main aisle went down the center with two smaller ones on either side. Where were the pews? An accordion curtain sat cracked open beside them. It revealed more chairs inside. By Jeff’s quick count, about a hundred were present this morning. But only one held his attention.

Jessica bowed her head. When it came up again, tears glistened and teetered on her lids. “Thank you for coming.” He almost missed her quiet whisper.

The performers on stage play the first notes, drawing his attention. A bass, electric, and acoustic guitars, a couple keyboards and drums backed up the three singers. No organ. Church had changed a lot.

They rose as words shone on screens on the wall on either side of the stage. They sang of God’s goodness, His forgiveness, and the healing found in His scars. Jeff tried to concentrate, but again Jessica dominated his attention.

Her eyes closed, and she sang out with bold confidence. At times, her right hand rose toward the ceiling.

After the first song, the congregation stopped to greet one another. He received a few more hugs, and shook many hands. They all said they were glad he’d come when Jessica introduced him. She beamed, and he couldn’t imagine her smile could be any larger.

Jeff lost track of how many songs they sang before they sat, and the pastor began to preach. He didn’t speak from the stage behind a pulpit but on the floor. He wandered a few steps to either side of the main aisle and back. A well-loved Bible lay open in his hand. He also wore khakis and a Hawaiian print shirt. His gray hair hung in short waves. Jeff found his rich voice both commanding and filled with kindness.

The preacher spoke on God’s love for all people. Jessica diligently took notes from the overhead screens, while her phone, with a Bible app open to their passage, balanced on her knee.

The words all and everyone were emphasized several times. The pastor focused his comments in Jeff’s direction more than once. The service ended with another song, as the offering basket passed along the rows. Jessica snatched it before he could get anything out of his pocket. She smiled at him as the song concluded.

Jessica made sure to introduce him to anyone they passed as they moved toward the doors and out into the foyer. Jessica and the pastor exchanged a side hug. “Pastor Matt, this is Jeff. Jeff, this is our pastor, Matthew Moss.”

The preacher shook his hand and gave him a quick hug. “Welcome. We’re glad you came.”

“Thank you.”

Jeff and Jessica moved closer to the doors leading outside, but the waves of heat wafting off the blacktop kept them inside. Or maybe something else prevented them from parting.

“I don’t think I have ever been hugged this much in my entire life.” Jeff stared at the shimmering waves of heat rippling outside. No one had recoiled from him or seemed to take notice of his scars.

“We’re a huggy bunch.”

Jeff looked at her.

A little of her smile had faded. “Thank you again for coming.”

“I enjoyed it. It’s not anything like I remember church being. It’s more …”

“Relaxed?”

“Yeah, maybe a little. But there was something else. Can’t quite describe it.”

“Well, I hope you’ll come again.” She bit a corner of her lower lip.

Jeff nodded, but clamped his mouth closed. They hadn’t thrown him out, but he still didn’t belong here. In fact, he’d fought all morning not to attend. Jeff couldn’t imagine returning, but then who knew what would happen if the holy harassment continued.

The crowd thinned and Jessica’s smile dimmed a little more.

“You want to grab some lunch?” The words were out of his mouth before he knew he intended to say them. Jeff felt like he had lost control of his own body. He avoided people, yet here he stood in church, with a woman he knew he could never have a relationship with, fighting to spend more time with her. If he prolonged his connection to her, it would inevitably set him up for misery in the near future. But he couldn’t seem to put the brakes on the situation.

Her smile brightened. “There are a few places the next block down.” She named them, and they agreed on an all-American diner. “You can follow me.” Her steps had a bounce as she moved to the door. Jeff pushed it open as she reached for it and again it gave her pause. He followed her to her car and opened her door when she pressed the button to unlock it. She stopped and stared at him. Jessica acted like no one had ever done that before.

“My truck is at the end.”

“Perfect. It’s easier to get out there anyway.”

She stepped in and he closed the door behind her. She offered him a lopsided smile.

Jeff ambled to his car. He liked Jessica and regretted knowing it would never work out for them to be together more than this one day.
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