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				Chapter 1

				Jolene Benningfield slapped at the screaming alarm in frustration. Just once, she thought, I’d love to roll over and sleep as long as I please. Groaning from the effort of rising out of bed, she trudged across the cold January floor.

				Linus, a chubby black and white cat, meowed loudly for his breakfast, twining his fluffy body around her ankles. After making her stumble into the counter, he retreated to his bowl to await his food.

				She moved a kettle of water to a burner on the narrow apartment stove to heat for instant coffee, then popped two slices of bread in the toaster. Shaking some food into Linus’s dish, she opened the closet outside the tiny kitchenette for a work uniform and her sensible brown loafers. Another dull outfit for yet another not-so-exciting day at the museum.

				Jolene leaned against the sink and twisted her long, dark hair into a braid as she gazed out the window. The sun rose to beam upon another Louisville morning. She wanted to find some smidgen of joy in the golden rays bursting out over her city, but she couldn’t. She just couldn’t.

				The kettle whistled and she poured the scalding water over a spoonful of black crystals in her regular chipped mug, green with a daisy on the side printed with “Who Says Life Is Roses?” Yeah, she thought. Who indeed? She sighed with sour discontent. 

				Maybe she could wear the new earrings she bought over the weekend. That would definitely be different. The museum she worked in wasn’t like the main one near the university. Instead, it was a quaint affair with various oddities and artwork that wouldn’t be at home next to the well-known masters often on show at the J.B. Speed. As a tour guide, she had no art degree nor an educational background other than high school. The pay was lousy, but she kept a roof over her cat’s head.

				“Ugh,” she muttered aloud. “I’ll save my new three-dollar earrings for something more exciting than work.”

				Linus pulled his face out of his bowl and meowed in agreement.

				Once she was dressed in sensible daily garb of a black and red plaid skirt, white turtleneck, and gray sweater that did little to enhance her short, thick figure, she made lunch for the day. Two ham and cheese sandwiches, easy on the mustard and wrapped in plastic, two bananas, and several cookies. The modest feast made her smile. Sharing her lunch with her old friend Billy Hank was one of the few simple pleasures that injected a bit of fun into her monotonous routine.

				The newspaper hit the front door of her apartment with a thud. Jolene retrieved it and settled down with her second cup of “bilge water” coffee, as she often thought of it. First she scanned the news briefs with a quick eye and moved on to the regional and Kentucky news columns to look for familiar names and places. Nothing there, she flipped over to the advice columns and then the comics. With a near guilty pleasure, she turned last to the obituaries page. 

				Her normal sense of relief at finding no one she knew dead evaded her in a wave of shock. An oddly familiar face peered out at her from the obits. An old man smiling in a photo taken only days ago as he sat on a familiar bench clutching a paper bag in his hands.

				Jolene knew that paper bag. She knew that bench. And she knew that sweet old man in the picture. Billy Hank Charbonneau, her friend. Her friend was dead. Her hands shook as she read the article below the photo:

				William H. Charbonneau, 73, died yesterday evening of an apparent heart attack at his home in the Ocean Orchard community. He was founder of Charbon Heating and Air. In more recent years, Mr. Charbonneau was best known as a philanthropist to the people of Louisville, awarding thousands of dollars to worthy causes. A nephew, Henry J. Charbonneau, survives. Funeral services will be held at Kipling and LeFevre Funeral Home, Tuesday afternoon at one o’clock. 

				Jolene read it over twice to be sure she understood. The same sweet old man with whom she had shared her lunch for the past year was dead. Not only that, but he had been a wealthy, socially prominent fixture of the community and she hadn’t even known it.

				It took a few seconds for her to realize that tears were dripping down her face. Billy Hank was her best friend. Jolene bit her lip. To be honest with herself, she had to admit he was her only friend. Every working day for the past year or so, they had sat on the bench outside the museum and shared whatever she had brought to eat. 

				That first day he had sauntered up and sat next to her, chatting about the trees and squirrels, she had thought him to be some homeless man or lonely old bachelor. He eyed her tuna on rye and commented that it looked “top notch.” She gave him half, and their friendship was born.

				How she would miss his bright eyes and gentle smile. The way he stared into her dark brown eyes with his clear blue ones, smiling as if all the world was their secret. His encouragement, and the way he always found a compliment to cheer her day. He was gone. 

				Not since her mother died six years before from cancer had Jolene felt such loss. And now with Billy Hank gone, she felt the sting of losing a father too. She never knew the real one, but she doubted he could hold a candle to the one she had lost that day.

				With a deep sigh, she looked at her cat. “Linus, Mommy has to go to work. Behave, if you can find a way.” She stooped down to rub his ears. “At least I still have you.”

				He began licking his paws, his gesture for her dismissal.

				“Have a good day, Your Majesty,” she said, blowing him a kiss. 

				~ ~ ~

				From the bus window, the city looked dirty and gray as if it were as depressed as she was. Slushy streets and slowly melting piles of snow decorated every corner. Jolene sighed, thinking about Billy Hank being buried in such muck. 

				Her mind wandered into the past to the year the freakish huge snowstorm came and canceled school for six weeks. She and her mother had such fun that winter playing cards and board games. One afternoon they had become so entranced by a soap opera the pressure cooker her mother left on the stove blew up, sending chicken everywhere. She giggled out loud thinking about still finding wings behind the refrigerator that summer.

				“Haycraft and Polk,” the driver called, interrupting her daydream. “Watch your step.”

				“Thank you,” she replied as she gathered her things. “And you have a good day.”

				“Eh, I’ll try.” His grouchy reply followed her out onto the street. She had to laugh. Just like the rest of her life, her daily interaction with the driver never varied. 

				Pulling her worn, black cloth coat closer around her neck to fight off the biting wind, she walked the half block from the bus stop to the Museum of Oddities. By the time she arrived, she shivered with each icy step she made. 

				Inside, she stowed her things in her locker and headed for the employees’ lounge to check the week’s schedule. The tours assigned to her looked interesting for the week. Two school groups and two cultural exchange programs. Not bad, and luck had her back. She would be off for Billy Hank’s funeral. 

				Jotting the info down in her pocket calendar, Jolene set about her day. Several hours of heavy cleaning a room for a new exhibit gave her far too much time to dwell on the good-bye she would have to make soon. The raw shock of it all jabbed at her as she dusted and vacuumed. But every tear that threatened to fall she pushed back with another wipe of cloth or scrub of a brush. She would not cry in front of her coworkers. She refused.

				By day’s end, she drew on the last few shreds of energy she had to trek back to the bus stop. Her feet ached, her back screamed, and her head throbbed. She dropped into the worn bus seat and looked around her. Lately the bus seemed full of strange and scary people she had never seen before. Who were they, she wondered. And who was she these days? Just another nameless scary person on a bus headed for hell.

				Remembering her need to stop at the market, Jolene got off the bus two blocks early and hurried through the quickening twilight. The lights in Ballinger’s Corner Store gleamed warm in the grayness, and a nostalgic feeling of home filled her. Many evenings she and her mother had stopped there on the way home. 

				“Evening, miss.”

				Jolene smiled at the woman behind the counter and grabbed a hand-carry basket. She tossed in two boxes of dry cat food, a quart of milk, bread and a can of tuna. She chatted with the check-out lady before heading out into the fast-approaching night to her apartment. 

				“Say hello to the mister for me,” the clerk said with a smile as they parted.

				Jolene nodded and closed the door behind her. She smiled to herself in the falling darkness. Her “mister.” First of all, she couldn’t imagine what having a husband would be like. She never dated, so that pretty much eliminated any prospects. Second of all, marriage was a risky proposition—she could end up with a man like her father who would leave her pregnant and desolate. 

				She paused outside her apartment door to get her key from her pocket, hearing the outraged meows from the other side of the door. And thirdly, she was already married to a spoiled cat with a very big mouth. 

				Linus greeted her with a huffy meow, then marched to the kitchen ahead of her. 

				“I’m sorry I’m late. I had to go by the market,” she explained, opening one of the boxes of cat food. “Do you think this stuff just appears on its own?”

				He rushed to the filled bowl, gobbling down the stinky bits of hardened whatever it was. She filled his other dish with cool, clean water and set it next to him.

				“Oh, my day was just like every other.” She stopped. “Well, except for that bad news this morning.”

				The cat continued to eat, ignoring her rambling. Jolene made a hasty bowl of tuna fish and spread it into a sloppy sandwich. She reserved the rest of the can for her “better half” and laughed watching him nom-nom his way through it. 

				She made a cup of tea and settled at the table to eat the rest of her frugal meal.

				Yeah, marriage. That certainly didn’t seem to lay waiting in her future. Good thing she had a jump on that lonely cat-lady thing. She picked up the newspaper lying on the table, still turned to the obituaries. Considering Billy Hank’s handsome, jovial face, she sighed. 

				“Why can’t there be someone like you out there for me?” Jolene smoothed the paper out and tucked it inside a cookbook. “Someone younger, of course. And who likes cats. But they just don’t make them like you anymore, do they?”

				The answer to why her old friend had deceived her might never be answered, she realized. Had he not trusted her to still be his friend had she known the truth? Was he afraid she would ask him for money? The thought appalled her. Perhaps it didn’t matter. Unless there was some way for him to contact her from the grave, she would never know. After the funeral, she decided, she would put thoughts of Billy Hank out of her head. She already had enough to worry about.

				~ ~ ~

				Plush furnishings and pricey artwork decorated the Kipling and LeFevre Funeral Home and Mortuary, inviting family and friends of the deceased to mourn in luxurious comfort. Jolene peered around the main hall, admiring the tasteful color scheme of hunter green, burgundy, and accenting shades of pearl and ivory.

				”I feel like a worn-out shoe,” she thought, smoothing down the skirt of the only black dress she owned. The high collar scratched her neck, adding to her discomfort. 

				“Miss? May I help you?” A tall man wearing an Armani suit peered at her over his half-rim glasses. 

				“Yes, thank you. I’m here to see Mr. Charbonneau.” She scanned the area behind him, hoping against hope there would be a sign or placard to tell her where she should go.

				“Ah, yes. Mr. Charbonneau is in the Walk of Light Suite, just around the corner. Shall I escort you?” he asked, offering his arm.

				“Well, sure. I suppose so,” Jolene answered, taking his arm. As she allowed herself to be marched past innumerable sofas, each one with a matching table equipped with tissue boxes, a funny thought occurred to her. The Kipling and LeFevre Funeral Home was the nicest place she had ever been in her life. And that spoke volumes about the state of her life.

				She swallowed hard to choke down the swell of laughter rising in her throat. The last thing she needed at this point was to break out in hysterical laughter in front of Billy Hank’s friends and business associates. 

				The Armani suit escorted her to a seat far in the back and wished her a good day. Several distinguished looking gentlemen stood around the Walk of Light Suite, buzzing among themselves. Their words unheard, the distraught scowls and frowns told their subject—the demise of an old and dear friend.

				Jolene dropped her head. She hadn’t even stopped to think about the other people in his life. All she had considered was her own sadness . . .

				“Makes you sick, doesn’t it?”

				She jumped, startled by the sudden voice in her ear. “What?”

				A handsome man with wavy dark hair and sparkling blue eyes flashed her a charming smile. His trim frame made his pinstripe suit as dashing as any designer could ever dream. He appeared to be in his early thirties, and she gave him a small smile in return. He nodded his head soberly. 

				“See? I knew you had them figured out. I was watching you. You took one look at them and knew right away they were a bunch of buzzards, didn’t you? And it just makes you sick, doesn’t it?” he asked again.

				Jolene stared at him, wondering if she should signal Armani for help. She figured him to be one of those weirdos that attends every funeral service in town for its entertainment value. 

				“Who are you?” she asked, inching a bit farther away.

				“Oh, my. You really do have an accent, don’t you? Actually it’s kind of charming. I wouldn’t change it a bit if I were you.” His voice had dropped lower to a near-confidential whisper.

				“What on earth are you talking about? I don’t even know you,” she hissed with a pointed stare at the strange young man eyeing her over the row of chairs. “Please do excuse me now.” Clutching her purse to her chest, she moved down several sets.

				“I hope we get a chance to talk again later.” He winked at her.

				“I don’t think so,” she retorted.

				“Ah don’t thaynk so,” he mocked her, twiddling his fingers at her as he made his way up the aisle to the front row, keeping his eyes on her as he joined a group of men.

				“Perhaps,” she mused, “it might be better to pay my respects and escape while I can. He is one good-looking man, but he’s apparently nuts!”

				Jolene slipped into the path between the chairs and walked up to the casket. She was glad it was closed. Looking down into her friend’s dead face would prove to be rather traumatic. The table of photographs were candid shots of Billy Hank throughout his life, from black and whites showing a much younger man who looked puzzlingly familiar to color recent snaps of the man she knew best. His brilliant blue eyes seemed to meet hers as a sob escaped her lips. 

				An unseen hand passed her a fresh tissue. She wiped her eyes to find a lovely woman with deep red hair and pale porcelain skin, and a deep, true smile.

				“Hello, dear. I’m Mary McManus. I was Mr. Charbonneau’s secretary. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

				“Nice to meet you. No, we’ve not met before. I was one of Mr. Charbonneau’s friends. These pictures are a nice touch.” Jolene shook the woman’s hand in an awkward attempt at social pleasantry.

				“Thank you,” Mary answered, perusing the display. “I picked them out myself. He didn’t want an open casket. He claimed too many people would enjoy standing over him delighting in the fact he was dead. Silly old goat.” She dabbed at her watering gray eyes. “But he was a very kind person. Everyone who knew him loved him.”

				“Yes, yes. I . . .” Tears spurted form Jolene’s eyes. She was embarrassed to be blubbering in front of this stranger as if she were a broken child.

				“Come on,” Mary soothed, taking her elbow. “Let’s go to the ladies room. I could use a bit of freshening up myself.”

				Jolene allowed herself to be propelled along as the child she felt like at that moment. For whatever reason, she didn’t mind at all. She needed this matronly woman’s help. They entered the tastefully decorated bathroom with its gold tinted faucets and tiny angels sitting here and there. The dusty blue wallpaper gave it the feel of an upscale powder room, and she began to relax.

				“There now,” Mary instructed. “Wash your face and give it a few minutes. You’ll feel better.” The woman patted at her coiffed, red hair with a light hand.

				Jolene nodded and accepted the cool, damp washcloth. “Thank you, Ms. McManus. Really. I appreciate it. You’re very kind.”

				“Please, call me Mary. Billy Hank always did,” she said, smoothing a few stray hairs into place. She reapplied her lipstick.

				“You called him that too?” Jolene gave her a weak smile. “That makes me feel better. I suppose it’s rather obvious I’m way out of my element here. I knew I wouldn’t fit in, but I wanted to say good-bye to him. I’ll just miss him so much.”

				“We both will miss him. I know how you feel, I was his secretary for many years.” She looked down at her hands. “We were friends—very close friends.”

				Jolene caught her breath in realization. “Oh, I see. Why didn’t you two . . .?”

				“Get married?” Mary gave a short laugh. “Because in the beginning, I was already married to someone else. People didn’t get divorced at the drop of a hat back then, you know. And by the time Arnold died, Billy Hank and I were getting old. We liked our relationship the way it was. We took care of one another and were there for each other. So, yes, I shall miss him so very much. He was the love of my life.”

				Jolene patted her new friend’s hand. “We were lucky to know him.”

				Mary nodded and motioned toward the door. “It’s time for the service. We better get back.”

				The Walk of Light Suite was now brimming with dark suits, black dresses, and mourning hats. Somber tones flowed from on organ somewhere just out of view like liquid depression for the ears, and it sorely irritated Jolene’s few remaining good nerves.

				She paused to reclaim her seat at the back, but Mary took her hand and pulled her along to the front row. “Come on,” the woman assured her. “I’d feel better having one of Billy’s friends close to me now. No one will say anything, I promise.”

				“Well, okay,” Jolene agreed. “I was sitting in the back there earlier and the strangest young man approached me. He kind of scared me.”

				“Really?” Mary asked, looking around the room. “Which one is he?”

				Jolene surveyed the room then nudged her companion. “There. That’s him standing by the woman with the black net veil. Over the by the window. Uh-oh, he’s waving at us.”

				Mary waggled her fingers in return greeting, giggling under her breath. “Oh, don’t worry about him. He’s harmless. The only thing wrong with Henry is that he thinks everyone lives in the moment, just as he does.”

				Nodding as if she understood, Jolene watched the tall, striking man silhouetted against the afternoon sun filtering through the window and sighed. It really is too bad that he’s crazy, she considered again. He had the most intense blue eyes she had ever seen. They seemed endless.

				As the mourners took their seats, Billy Hank’s attorney, Edgar J. Hatch, stepped to the podium to give the eulogy. Jolene felt as if lightning struck her. 

				That man. That weird, insulting younger man with those blue eyes. She had seen them before—but they were in Billy Hank’s head at the time. Oh my God! She wanted to scream. That lunatic was Billy Hank’s son—or something near it. She dropped her face into her hands in total embarrassment. 

				“Are you okay?” Mary whispered.

				“No. I am definitely not okay.” Jolene peeked through her fingers. He . . . him . . Henry . . . was staring at her, and she wanted to melt into the floor.

				When the brief service concluded, Mary and Jolene filed out of the dreadful funeral suite and into the winter sunlight. A stiff, cold wind hit them, sending their scarves and dress hems flying. Jolene searched for something appropriate to say, but just stood there shivering.

				“I wish I could do something to help you,” she blurted out at last. “Although I have no idea what that would be.”

				“So do I, honey. But there’s nothing more anyone can do now.” Mary pressed her lips together in a thin line. “It comes to all of us, and this was Billy’s time.”

				“Yes. I’m glad we got to meet though,” Jolene said, pulling her hands into the sleeves of her coat. “You made it all easier to accept. I guess I should be going now.”

				“What? Aren’t you going to the wake?” Mary’s tone indicated that indeed Jolene would be attending the event, whether she thought so or not.

				“Well, I didn’t even consider it. That’s for . . .”

				Mary McManus smiled. “It’s for his friends, my dear. Of which you are one. Come along, you ride with me. The pub is just down the street.”

				Jolene meekly nodded and followed her newest pal to a comfy, warm sedan.

				Within minutes they arrived at a lively little pub with dark wood counters and scattered tables of two and four seats. A larger table stretched across the back wall crowded with food of all kinds. Trays of drinks were circulated through the crowd and the scintillating aroma of Kentucky Burgoo drifted to the corners of the bar.

				Mary took their coats to a table toward the back and Jolene fell in line for the food. She picked up a slim glass of iced tea garnished with a sprig of mint and two biscuits filled with country ham. Mary filled a bowl with Irish Potato soup and a small cake of fried cornbread.

				They settled at their table and shared a smile. Somehow it went without saying that these were Billy Hank’s favorite foods, as well as his favorite people. The two women chatted, making connections and getting to know one another. Laughing, neither noticed someone had joined them.

				“Mary, my love,” a smooth voice interrupted. “How is the most beautiful woman in the world?” Henry swooped in for a kiss, pecking her chastely on the cheek.

				“Henry, honey, how are you?” Mary asked, her face beaming.

				“I’m fine, just kind of tired. I’ve been so busy these last few days. Mind if I sit down?” he asked. Without waiting for an answer, he pushed in next to Jolene.

				“Mary!” he exclaimed. “How in the world do you eat that stuff? Yuck!”

				“Oh, hush. You don’t know what’s good,” she scoffed. “If you had your way, they’d be serving pizza and martinis. We like this just fine, don’t we, Jolene?”

				“What a pretty name,” Henry interjected. “I expected you would most likely have a more southern name to go with your southern accent. Something like Taffeta Sue or Pearlie Mae.”

				Hot indignation burned through Jolene, flaming her face. “You are the rudest, most unkind person I have ever met. Please excuse me, I need to be going. Mary, I’ll be in touch.” She stood to leave, making a harsh “ahem” in her throat.

				“Don’t you just love the way she speaks? It’s so cute,” he said to Mary.

				“For Pete’s sake, Henry,” she scolded him. “Jolene, please stay. I’ll make him behave.”

				“No but thank you. I need to get home. I hope to see you again soon.” She pushed past Henry’s long, stretched-out legs. Pausing at the bar to put her coat on, she shot him a scathing look. He, in turn, blew her a kiss.

				“What an imbecile,” she muttered, buttoning her coat.

				The bartender chuckled. “Do you mean him?” he asked, pointing a discreet finger in Henry’s direction.

				“Yes,” she seethed. “Him!”

				“Ah, well. He’s been spoiled and coddled most of his life. I think his uncle’s death has hit him a bit harder than he would like to admit.” The bartender adjusted his bow tie and sighed. “I’ve been thinking about it all afternoon. What’s a wild guy like that going to do with all that money?”

				Jolene shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. I’m not from that life, you know?”

				He laughed. “Me neither, and I’m not so sure I’d want to be. Look what it does to people.”

				She followed his gesture and watched as Henry fox-trotted a startled-looking Mary around the room. She had to laugh. At least they weren’t heaped up in a corner sobbing.

				“Thank you, and have a good evening,” she said, opening the door to the cold air outside. “It’s back to the poor side of town for me.”

				“Take care,” he called. “It’s a cold world out there.”

				Boy is it ever, she thought as she walked toward the bus stop, keeping her head down to fight the wind. These people, they lived a different life. They were alien to her with their expensive cars and rude manners. Making fun of her name! What was that all about?

				Jolene huddled in the bus stop shelter, staring through the hard plastic wall into the gloomy approaching evening. All she could see was a pair of electric blue eyes and wicked smile.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				Jolene immersed herself in work in the days following Billy Hank’s funeral. She caught herself making extra for lunch to share with him for a few days, but little by little she adjusted to preparing just one sandwich.

				By Thursday of that week life had returned to its normal, sedate routine, and she was happy for that. No more whining over her boring life. She didn’t care for the ways it could become altered. Standing at the sink washing dishes that evening, she let her mind wander back to the day of the funeral. Henry. That odd man. So handsome and yet so . . . weird. Lost in the swirl of soapsuds in the sink, she considered what getting to know a man like Henry might entail. 

				The real conundrum of it was that finding a man like him wasn’t unusual. It was only natural to be attracted to a guy like him. Handsome, nicely built, despite being a nut. But the facts of the world held the truth that in his world of wealth and society, those men only looked at girls like her for sex and cleaning services. And as far as she was concerned, Henry Charbonneau would receive neither of those from her. 

				She had Linus, and she didn’t need anyone else. There were times when she longed for a friend or two to hang out with and do fun things, but in the end she always shied away from people. Either from her sheltered upbringing or her innate belief she was less than other people, she just couldn’t seem to connect with most people. Mary McManus, however had been an exception. Perhaps the two could cultivate some sort of friendship. It would be a great relief.

				Jolene looked over at the huge, lazy cat for confirmation, and some wise and knowing light showed in his green eyes saying, “Yeah, Jo, you really do need a human in your life.”

				Jolene flicked a bit of suds toward him. “What do you know? You’re a cat!”

				A knock at the door pulled her away from the conversation she really didn’t want to have with her furry roommate. Making sure the chain was securely in place, she cracked open the door and peered into the hallway. A familiar looking man stood there, but his name just wouldn’t come to her.

				“May I help you?” she asked, wedging her foot firmly behind the door.

				“Yes, you may. You are Jolene Benningfield?” Without waiting for her to answer, he hurried on. “My name is Edgar Hatch. I believe we may have met at Mr. Charbonneau’s funeral.”

				Realization dawned on her. “Oh yes, I remember now. Just a moment.” She shut the door and removed the chain to allow him in. “Please forgive me, I just . . .”

				He raised a hand and smiled. “Perfectly fine, Miss Benningfield. I have a daughter about your age. I hope she is as cautious as you.”

				She motioned toward the sofa. “Please have a seat.”

				Mr. Hatch did that, pulling his briefcase up to his knees. “I’m sorry to bother you so late this way, but you are a difficult person to get in touch with. I tried your number listed in the public directory, but I think it may have been disconnected. I also tried the museum, but you were never there when I rang.”

				“Oh, I’m sorry,” she replied. “I switched to a cell phone as soon I was able to. And yes, my hours are kind of scattered at work.” A worrisome thought slowly crept into her mind. What could he want that he would take such pains to find her? 

				“I’m sure you are wondering what this is all about, my visiting you this way,” he began.

				“Well, yes, I was actually just thinking that.”

				“It’s about Mr. Charbonneau’s will. He named you in it and has left you a nice remembrance.” Mr. Hatch scanned some documents from the briefcase.

				“Me? Billy Hank left me something?” Jolene felt her face flush at the thought. 

				“Yes, you. The reading of the will is tomorrow afternoon at three o’clock. I understand that you leave work about that time, so I will have a car there to pick you up.” He looked up from his paperwork and smiled. “I hope that will be satisfactory.”

				“Oh, yes. Of course,” she stuttered the words out. “Very . . . satisfactory.”

				“Good. We’ll see you tomorrow then. Good evening, Miss Benningfield,” he said, rising. “And I look forward to our meeting.”

				With Edgar Hatch departed and door locked and chained, Jolene flopped down on the sofa. “How strange was that?” she asked Linus, who blinked at her in response. “Yeah, I agree. I guess we’ll find out tomorrow.”

				~ ~ ~

				Wading through puddles in her rubber boots and holding on to her tote with her regular shoes inside, Jolene struggled to the bus stop. “Ugh.” She scoffed at the drenched bench inside the shelter, choosing instead to stand until the bus rumbled to a stop at the curb. Climbing inside, Jolene nodded at the driver and passed her token card under the reader.

				An empty seat was like a treasure this morning, and she hurried to slide into the one she saw. Low thunder rumbled overhead, and she worried the day would turn ugly—well, uglier. Weather in Louisville at the end of winter was an enigma. It could be freezing cold, sloshy and wet, or warm as spring. 

				Her mind insisted on roving to the meeting that afternoon. She had never attended a reading of a will before, and curiosity was getting the best of her. Maybe she would get to see Mary again, or maybe even Henry.

				An unaccustomed veil of shame draped over her. She was just thinking about him, she reminded the cricket on her shoulder. Nothing more than thinking—nothing wrong with that. Henry was a handsome man, and there would be something wrong in her vital being as a woman if she didn’t want to engage that fantasy. Despite his egregious manners, those blue eyes . . .

				“Haycraft and Polk,” the driver boomed, killing her fantasy before it even got started.

				She stumbled to the front, wished the driver a good day, and stepped out into the pelting rain. “Crap!” she yelled as she stepped in a puddle. Apparently, her old rain boots were worn down to leaking now. Her toes instantly went numb, and she tried to hold it together as she ran toward the museum. What a day!

				The door swung open as she arrived and for once she was thankful her boss, Eugene, was there. “Get dried out then come to my office,” he directed. “We need to talk.”

				Jolene’s heart thudded as she stepped into the restroom to straighten her hair and replace her soggy boots with dry shoes and socks. What had crawled up Eugene’s butt this time? With her hair braided into a neat row, she stowed her things in her locker and set her boots by the window to dry in the sunlight. It was, she supposed, time to face the firing squad.

				Eugene’s office was sparse and totally devoid of color. It was like a depressed afternoon without hope.

				“Come in,” he barked. “Close the door.” He pointed at a chair. “Sit.”

				“What is it? What’s wrong?” she asked, sliding into the cold, hard chair.

				Eugene sighed and took off his glasses. “I’m gonna have to lay you off, Jolene.”

				Her throat tightened in fear and her head pounded with the intense need to escape the depressing brown room before he could follow through on what he just said.

				“What?” she managed to croak. “Why would you do that?”

				“Well, things are a bit on the slow side right now,” he explained, rubbing his hand across his face. “And there is the matter of a certain high-powered attorney calling here and asking endless questions about you.”

				She shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“Edgar Hatch? Name ring a bell?”

				When she nodded, Eugene gifted her a dry, twisted smile. “I don’t know what you did, and I don’t want to know. However, I do know I don’t need any trouble here. So if someone has to go, looks like it’s going to be you.”

				“But, Eugene,” she pleaded. “I’ve worked here for six years. I’m second to the top in tour guides. Plus, I work my butt off cleaning your rooms and displays.”

				“Be that as it may, dear Jolene,” he said, holding a hand up to stop her from saying more, “someone has to go, and I’ve decided it’s you. Call me in the spring when things have picked up and whatever trouble you’re in is over. ‘Kay?” He made a shooing motion toward the door.

				“Oh, no, Eugene! You have it all wrong. I’m not in any trouble.” 

				He glowered at her and pointed to the door.

				Jolene rolled her eyes and sighed. When it came to brains, Eugene didn’t get his fair share. Nor did she get hers of patience. Closing the door beside her with a decisive thud, she went to her locker to gather her things. Now what was she going to do? Could she draw unemployment, or would she just end up homeless? The first thing she had to do was start looking for another job. She pursed her lips and mentally practiced the phrase, “Would you like fries with that?”

				The layoff couldn’t have come at a worse time. She still had at least two months of heating bills to pay before that cost let up. Rent, of course, plus other living expenses. Her head throbbed at the prospect of trying to keep up without the income from her job. She could smack Eugene’s head off at that moment. What a backstabber!

				She checked the time. Still a few hours until she had to arrive at Mr. Hatch’s office. Perhaps the present would be the best time to start job searching. Jolene wandered out into the street and looked both ways. A vintage jewelry boutique, a cafe, and a car parts store. Not much to choose from, but something was better than nothing.

				The jewelers were a solid no. Not hiring and not interested. Car parts were out—she didn’t know a muffler from an engine. The cafe accepted her application and she splurged on a cheap lunch while she was there. Looking around she decided she could fit in there. She could do that. She really could, but in her heart, she knew she was just trying to convince herself.

				At half past two, she began the walk back to the museum where Mr. Hatch’s car would pick her up for the meeting. She just wanted the day to be over. Enough was enough.

				Right at three on the dot, the driver arrived and a half-frozen Jolene climbed inside. The driver nodded and turned up the heat. The ride took just minutes, but Jolene conveyed her many thanks. She was sure she would have died on the street without the warmth of the car. Pulling herself together, she stepped inside Edgar Hatch’s office. Three red leather, high-backed chairs sat facing the attorney’s desk. 

				Hatch smiled at her. “Welcome, Jolene. Please have a seat,” he offered, motioning toward the middle chair. 

				She did so, settling between Mary McManus on the left and Henry Charbonneau on the right. 

				“I apologize, Mr. Hatch.” She spoke barely above a whisper. “I didn’t think I would be here for the general reading with Mary and”—she cut her eyes to the right—“and Mr. Charbonneau. I just thought you had some small remembrance for me.”

				The attorney again smiled and peered over the rims of his glasses. “All in good time, my dear. Now, let’s get started.”

				He poured a glass of water from the pitcher on his desk, then adjusted his chair for comfort. “Hmmm,” he muttered. “Stupid chair.”

				Henry snickered and jabbed Jolene in the ribs with a gentle nudge.

				“Ok, here we go,” he said, clearing his throat and began to read. “I, William Henry Charbonneau, hereby devise and bequeath this, my last will and testament. Being of sound mind and body, and knowing my due course in life, I set forth this document to assure that my properties, belongings and holdings are disbursed according to my wishes.

				“To Mary McManus, I bequeath my mansion, and everything contained therein, with the few exceptions mentioned here. This property is to be used solely by her for as long as she lives. All taxes, upkeep, insurance, and miscellaneous repairs will be paid from a fund set up for that purpose. Additionally, I bequeath to my dear Mary one million dollars for her personal use and pleasure.

				“To my friend, Jolene Benningfield, I leave my personal book collection. I could never repay you for all you have done for me, but I hope that from things I leave to you, you will always remember your old pal, Billy Hank.”

				Edgar Hatch paused and swallowed hard. Mary’s sobs filled the room, and tears coursed down Jolene’s face. She felt a tissue being pressed into her hand. Looking up, she found Henry’s intense blue eyes filled with compassion. She watched as he passed a tissue to Mary, as well, and patted her hand. There was a sweetness there that surprised her.

				The attorney sipped more water and “ahemed.” He shuffled his papers and continued the reading.

				“To my nephew, Henry James Charbonneau, I leave the balance of my estate, twelve million dollars, as well as my ownership in various companies and my positions on the boards.”

				Jolene gasped and Mary patted her hand in a silent admonition to get herself together. Henry, she noticed, remained very still and quiet. He stared straight ahead, unaware of her shock.

				“However,” Mr. Hatch read on, “my beloved nephew will only inherit my fortune on the following conditions: One, that he learns the lessons of frugality. Throughout his life he has enjoyed the benefits of my money. Now is his time to earn it. In order to inherit, he must learn to live on a budget. In order to become rich, he must first learn to be poor. Two, is that he must learn his thrifty ways from Miss Jolene Benningfield, who never had the advantages of a privileged life. However, she manages to make her way through her day-to-day existence with nothing more than what she can earn. Henry will have three months to learn how to survive. How to live Jolene’s life. If he cannot manage to do so, then he will inherit one hundred thousand dollars, and Jolene will receive the remainder of the estate. If he succeeds, then he will fulfill the inheritance and pay Jolene the one hundred thousand dollars to begin a new life.

				“I realize what an imposition this will be for Jolene, but she can teach Henry like no one else. Either way, she will come out a winner. Edgar Hatch will be the judge of Henry’s accomplishments, so report to him on a regular basis. Good luck to all of you, and I will see you again someday.”

				Silence filled the room like an electric layer of disbelief. Jolene shook her head with a slight gesture of questioning. Looking from one to the other, she checked for signs of being the butt of an enormous joke, however each one of them looked as shell-shocked as she felt.

				Suddenly, a giggle erupted from Mary McManus’s lips. Then in evolved into a full-out throaty laugh. “That is the funniest thing I’ve ever heard!” she crowed. “I can’t believe he did it. Oh, my stars!” Gathering her things, she made her way to the door. “For what it’s worth, kids, I wish you both the best. Feel free to call me any time. I’m going to love hearing about this one.” Her red head shook with laughter as she made her way out of the office.

				Jolene watched Mary disappear through the elegant wooden door, her laughter still streaming behind her into the office. She turned back around to face Mr. Hatch and Henry. The former seemed rather amused, and the latter definitely did not. Henry’s mouth was set in a tight, straight line. Obviously, he did not find his uncle’s antics at all funny.

				“Edgar,” Henry intoned with a somber voice. “Is there nothing you can do? The old man must have been out of his head.”

				“No, son, there isn’t. And I can assure you he was in his right mind.” Mr. Hatch leaned back in his chair. “He worried about your future and your ability to handle the responsibility of so much money. And the companies, too, were on his mind.”

				“So, there’s nothing?” Henry sighed.

				“Well, you can refuse to comply with the terms, but by doing so you will automatically forfeit the twelve million dollars to Miss Benningfield.” He motioned to Jolene.

				Henry turned in his seat and glared at her. “That’s another thing. Just how well did you know my uncle, and why would he want to leave you so much money?” His eyes gleamed with a wild anger.

				“He, uhm, he was my friend,” she began, looking to Mr. Hatch for backup. “We ate lunch together on the bench outside the museum where I work, uhm, worked until today. I don’t know why he would give me such a gift. The books were more than generous in their own right. Mr. Hatch, I don’t want to cause any trouble here. Can I be the one to refuse?”

				Lowering his glasses to the bridge of his nose, the attorney looked at her with disbelief. “Young lady, pardon me for saying so, but you should not entertain the idea of refusing this opportunity.”

				Henry leapt from his chair. “That’s a great idea! Let her be the one to refuse. That way I keep what I’m rightfully due, and I can give her a little something as a consolation parting gift.” He beamed at this new glimmer of hope.

				Edgar Hatch snorted. “Sit down, Henry. You haven’t gotten your way just yet.” Turning his attention back to Jolene, he added, “Billy Hank was a dear friend of mine, and I respected his opinions. However, I must confess that I took the liberty of having you investigated, Miss Benningfield. You are practicality poverty stricken. You have no security, no family, and very minimal savings. And if I heard you correctly, you now have no job.”

				She nodded. “I got laid off this morning. I’ve already started looking for a job, and I think I can file for unemployment.”

				“Oh, my word,” he murmured. “Your salary at the museum was tiny and you had no benefits. Think about what you’re suggesting. One hundred thousand dollars would change your life. It could enable you to get an education and secure your future. Twelve million dollars in your hands could very well change the future of this city. I believe that, Jolene. Either way, you cannot lose here. Do you understand?”

				She nodded slowly. “I would love to go to college. It would be my dream come true.”

				“All right then, my dear. Perhaps it is time for you and your new friend to become acquainted. Jolene Benningfield, may I introduce you to Henry James Charbonneau. Henry, this is Jolene.”

				The two sized one another up through new perspective. He looked into her eyes, searching for a selfish motive. She tried to find the humor and kindness she had seen before, but found none. 

				“I don’t like this arrangement,” he said at last.

				“Nor do I,” she agreed.

				“Let’s get this fiasco over and done with and get of each other’s lives as soon as possible.”

				She nodded. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.” 

				~ ~ ~

				Traffic on the street thrummed along with loud motors, mufflers, and horns. She could barely hear what Henry was saying.

				“Come with me. Let’s take a drive around the city, and then we can talk about this over an early dinner and make some plans.” He motioned toward the alley.

				Jolene followed, only slightly afraid he would knock her in the head and leave her to die. She followed him to a swanky blue sports car she couldn’t even begin to identify.

				“Buckle up,” he admonished and brought the car to life. “Where would you like to drive?”

				“Could we go down by the river? I’ll bet the rain has the flood gauge way up by now.”

				He smiled at her suggestion. “Sure. I haven’t been over that way in a long time. Let’s go.”

				They rode in silence while a seventies rock station played low on the sound system. The rain had abated, and a bit of sun struggled to shine through.

				Henry pulled up into a parking area at the side of the river where various boats were tethered to moorings at the edge of the shore.

				“I never get tired of seeing this,” Jolene sighed. “It’s always as if the river and I are remembering one another when I see it again after a long time.”

				He nodded. “There is something special about it, isn’t there? Like it has personality. A real being.”

				They sat chatting about the city and the many fine points it had, as well as a few of the darker aspects of life in Louisville. Time slipped away, and the sun began to pull in its stingy share of rays in order to close down the day.

				“Look at the time. Maybe we should get going.” Henry set the car in motion. “So where would you like to eat?”

				“There’s a nice steakhouse near my apartment, if you wouldn’t mind that. It’s rather quiet during the week, so we could talk.” She pointed down the street in the vague direction of her apartment building.

				“Oh. Sure. Steakhouse. OK,” he agreed with a puzzled look. 

				“Is that wrong? Was I supposed to say something else?” she asked, her heart pounding.

				“No, no, that’s fine. Just steer me as we go,” he said, pulling out of the lot.

				Keeping her eyes trained out the passenger side window, she wondered about the steakhouse thing. Was that too much to ask for? Or was he judging her for being practical minded? The canyon between their lives was stretched out like a galaxy, and their adventure was just beginning. Jolene had to admit if only to herself, she was terrified—of him, of the money, and of her own self.

				“Take a right down here, and then a left at the light,” she said, fighting to keep her voice even. 

				“Wow, we are really getting into the, uhhh, What I meant to say was the . . .”

				Sighing, she said, “The poor side of town? I guess you’re not used to slumming it, are you?”

				“Oh, no, I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just not familiar with this side of the city. That’s all,” he explained, moving his hand down to the door panel.

				“Yep, lock it up. Never know when you might get jacked at a traffic light.” Her sarcasm dripped through the stifled air in the car. “And be sure to engage your anti-theft devices when we get there, too.”

				“Hey,” he protested. “You can’t blame me for being cautious. This is a very expensive car.”

				“I know, I know. Get into that turn lane. It’s up here on the right.” She motioned with a wave of her hand. Her tummy grumbled at the mere thought of food.

				“Whoa! Little hungry there, are you?” Henry laughed. “It won’t be long now.”

				Jolene felt her cheeks burn as he chuckled. How embarrassing, however true it was. She was starving now. He parked the pretty car in a well-lit section and hurried around to help her out. As if the stomach growl wasn’t enough to make her feel like a clodhopper, she proceeded to whack her head on the doorframe of the car getting out.

				“Crap!” 

				“Ohhh, are you okay?” he asked, looking down on the top of her head.

				She shooed him away. “I’m fine. I guess I forgot to judge for the lower clearance than what I’m used to on the bus.”

				His face paled. “The bus? Are you telling me that you really ride the city buses?”

				It was her turn to laugh. “Well, yeah. I have to get to work and the store and such.”

				“Really?” He looked as though he were a bit faint. “With the weirdos and the crazies?”

				Jolene scowled at him. “No. With other people just like me. Unless I can be classified as a weirdo or a crazy. And you know what?”

				His eyebrows scrunched together in thought. “What?”

				“You will ride them too during the course of your education.”

				He didn’t reply but led the way into the steakhouse. Jolene followed, making mental notes for his first lesson.

				~ ~ ~

				Henry assured her that she could order anything her heart desired, so she ordered a salad, rib-eye steak, baked potato and chocolate pie. He watched her saw into the meal, barely picking at his steak sandwich and fries.

				“If I ate like that, I’d look like a dirigible,” he confessed. “Where do you put it all?”

				“I don’t always eat this much,” she laughed. “I didn’t mean to make a pig of myself but going out to eat is a treat for me. Most nights I share some tuna with Linus or just have some soup.”

				“Who is Linus?” he asked, wiggling his eyebrows in comic interest.

				She sighed after a dramatic pause. “Linus is the love of my life. We have lived together for three years now.”

				His eyebrows stopped in mid-wiggle. “Oh, I see. I had hoped that you and I could become close friends, but if you’re already involved with someone . . .”

				“You and I can still be friends, Henry,” she said with a secretive smile. “Linus doesn’t mind, as long as you bring him something nice when you come to visit.”

				His face reddened in the dim light. “I am such an idiot. Linus is a dog or something, isn’t he? Wait, no. A cat. Right? Cats eat tuna fish. Oh, you are just so cute, aren’t you?”

				“I like to think so,” she replied, finishing off her pie. She wrapped bits of leftover steak in a napkin and tucked it into her purse.

				“You are a smart aleck,” he commented. “But I’m glad that we can still be friends, Jolene.” He took her hand in his.

				Hesitating for a moment, she withdrew her hand from his. “Yes, we can be friends, Henry. But not that kind of friends. I think your idea of friendship and mine may be two entirely different things. And I, for one, will not put our respective inheritances in danger for the sake of a cheap fling.”

				“Maybe,” he drawled, imitating her accent, “but you might find out that my way is a lot more fun.”

				“And you may discover that your way could prove very costly,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows in reminiscent fashion.

				He frowned. “This isn’t going to be easy, is it?”

				“No.”

				“You truly want to make me experience your real world and all its gory details, don’t you?”

				“It will be good for you,” she explained, gathering her things.

				“We could still have fun . . .”

				“Knock it off, Charbonneau. Schmoozing will get you nowhere.”

				Sighing, he pursed his lips. “You have a heart of stone, Jolene. A heart of stone.”

				She stood up and pulled her coat on. “That may be true. I guess you will find out, but right now I need to get home. My cat will be starving, and I have to start looking for another job tomorrow.”

				“OK, fine. I shall remember you later while I’m dancing and having a good time.” He shuffled a few fancy steps for her.

				“Live it up while you can, Henry. Life changes tomorrow.”

				~ ~ ~

				Morning brought a renewed spirit of determination to Jolene. She would clean the apartment, meet with Henry, go look for a job, and file for her unemployment. If the horror stories were true, the last task on her list would be nothing short of a nightmare.

				She had a little money in savings, not a lot but maybe enough to see her through this mess. When it was all over, she could enroll at the university and maybe even go back to the museum part-time. Things would work out, she was sure. 

				“Linus,” she assured the wide-eyed feline, “we can’t lose. It’s hello happy future for us.”

				They rose from the warm, comfy bed and got the day rolling. Cat food. Instant coffee. Dusting, sweeping, and picking up clutter. After an hour, she surveyed her work with a critical eye. How had she never before noticed how shabby her home was?

				She fluffed the mismatched, geometric pillows on her old sofa with the plaid slipcover. “Ugh! Linus, this place is worse than the museum of oddities.”

				He meowed and settled on the back of the sofa to view the street below.

				“I’ll bet Henry’s furniture didn’t come from a thrift store,” she commented. “And I also bet that his sofa and chairs match. They’re probably a deep bold color and full-length curtains drape the windows.”

				She slipped down onto the arm of the sofa and lost herself in the fantasy of what Henry’s apartment might look like. Hundreds of books filled tall oak bookcases that lined the walls of his study. A huge antique desk sat to one side, its surface covered with important papers. And best of all, a fireplace with brass pokers . . .

				“JOLENE!”

				“What?” she hollered, jumping to her feet. “What is it?” She looked at Linus in astonishment. “What?” she asked again.

				“Let me in. I brought breakfast,” answered a voice on the other side of the door.

				“Oh, for pity’s sake,” she said, hurrying to the door.

				Henry stood in the hallway, smiling like the early bird with his worm. His arms were filled with a big box of pastries and portable urn of coffee.

				“So, are you going to let me in or stand there gawking at me?”

				“I’m going to let you in,” she stammered. “I mean, please, come in.” She stepped out of the way so he could enter.

				He handed her the food and set the coffee urn on the table. “And a little something for the man of the house,” he announced, pulling a gray lump in a sandwich bag from his pocket.

				“Oh, no! You didn’t bring Linus a real mouse, did you? Did you, Henry?”

				“Of course not,” he laughed. “You don’t think I’d put a real mouse in my pocket, do you? Do you?”

				She felt her cheeks redden at his using her own verbiage against her. “Noooo,” she admitted.

				He carefully took the small form from the bag. “It’s made from pate,” he explained. “I even fashioned it myself. Looks pretty good, eh?”

				She nodded, hiding her amusement. “It’s lovely. I may eat it myself.”

				“Oh, no you won’t! Master Linus appreciates it even if you don’t.”

				True enough, the cat snatched the liver sculpture from Henry and ran behind the couch with it. A twinge of jealousy tugged at her heart. Her own cat accepted a bribe from a complete stranger. 

				She pointed to the bakery box. “I hope the pastries aren’t made of the same leftovers.”

				“Nope. Fresh from the bakery.” He started opening it. “Get us some plates and cups.”

				She got them, feeling like Henry could take charge of a Spanish Armada if he really wanted to. He poured her cup of the finest-smelling coffee she had ever had the pleasure to sniff.

				“Oh, my,” she said, breathing in deeply. “This is divine.”

				Henry, too, sniffed at it and shrugged. “Just smells like coffee to me.”

				“Trust me, Henry. When one has instant coffee every morning of one’s life, one adores the smell of the real stuff.” She sipped from the cup and had to will herself not to groan in pleasure.

				“Instant? Blerk, that sounds awful!” He handed her a cheese danish.

				“I guess you will find out for yourself, because that’s all there is in this impoverished little home.” Nibbling the pastry, she could no longer hold it back. “Oh, my biscuits! These are both so good!”

				He stopped with his bear claw halfway to his mouth. “‘Oh, my biscuits?’” He started to laugh. “Really?”

				“Yes, really,” she assured him, then started laughing too. His humor was contagious when he let loose with a deep belly laugh.

				They ate in companionable silence peppered with giggles now and then. When she drained the last of her coffee, Henry held the box out to her. “Another, m’dear?”

				“Mmm, I better not. Thank you.”

				Gathering the scattered remains of their breakfast, he started toward the trash can in the tiny kitchenette. “I’ll just throw this stuff away,” he commented. 

				“No!!”

				He froze in his steps, his eyes wide at her outburst.

				“Give me that. You can’t throw those lovely pastries away! Are you crazy? We can eat those for dessert after dinner tonight,” she cried out, grabbing the box from him.

				“Eww, that’s disgusting,” he countered, his face askew.

				“It’s not disgusting. It’s wasteful to throw away good food. Never, ever throw edible food away. That’s lesson number one.”

				He shook his head, his face aghast at her suggestion. “Maybe I’ll just pass on dessert tonight.”

				She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

				Linus stepped between them, rubbing his slick, fat body around Henry’s legs as he purred in the afterglow of his morning treat. 

				“At least you like me,” Henry said, reaching down to pet the satisfied kitty.

				“That’s because you didn’t waste the pate you used for his mouse,” Jolene said, a tart note of victory in her tone.

				“Well, aren’t you the condescending one,” he retorted.

				“I can be—when I want to be.” She smiled as she tucked the closed up danishes into the cabinet. “Now, let’s get going. It’s job hunting today, remember?”

				A loud groan erupted from his innermost soul. “Nooooo, I don’t really have to do that, do I? I mean, in three months this will be over, and I won’t need a job.”

				“Yes, you have to go and learn how to do it,” she said, pulling her coat from the closet. “Besides, who knows? You may not make the grade in three months. It’s whatever Mr. Hatch decides.”

				Shuffling along like a petulant child, he pouted. “This isn’t fair! I don’t want to do all this stuff.”

				Jolene paused and grasped his face in both hands. “Awwww, pooor widdle biddy baby. So mistreated.”

				Frowning at her, he said, “I thought for a minute you were going to kiss me. Got me all excited.”

				She dropped her hands. “Ummm, no. No kiss. Now straighten up and let’s move out.”

				He followed her, making sure the apartment door was securely locked and closed tight. “Hey, Jo,” he called after her.

				She turned and he stuck his tongue out at her.

				~ ~ ~

				Cold wind cut around the plexiglass shelter, as passengers waited for the bus. Jolene shivered and pulled a knitted hat out of her pocket to protect her ears. She looked at Henry who still stared straight ahead in stubborn silence.

				“You might as well get over it, Henry. We are getting on that bus.”

				His jaws clenched as she spoke. 

				“This is not going to kill you. In fact, it won’t even hurt,” she added, noting that his face looked even more handsome than usual.

				“I don’t want to do this,” he hissed.

				“I don’t care. You’re doing it.”

				A sudden movement of the crowd toward the street signaled the arrival of the bus. “Here we go, now hold my hand so you don’t get lost,” she teased, reaching into her pocket for her bus pass.

				“You are evil,” he quipped, snatching his hand away from hers. “And I only have hundred-dollar bills on me.”

				She nodded. As they climbed the bus steps, she went first and paused to explain to the driver. He scanned her card twice and motioned them back.

				They found two empty seats together on the left side three back from the driver. Quite a find, she thought. She started to explain this to Henry, but he was again staring out of the window. His hands clenched in his lap and the thin line of his mouth told a story she had failed to see before. 

				Anger swept through her inner core, but not at Henry. She was angry at herself. There was something unseen here, working on him and tearing him apart. But she never noticed because she was so determined to show him that she was the boss in this fiasco. She felt so stupid and self-centered. Obviously, there was a trauma buried in there.

				She reached over and patted his hand. He flinched, then relaxed so she left her palm lying on top of his clenched fists. His stare remained fixed on some scene from his past just outside the bus window. And Jolene found it to be the longest bus ride she had ever taken.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				Lunchtime brought a new perspective to their joint adventure, Jolene thought, as she and Henry sat to rest in a small diner two streets over from the museum. Thus far, they had both completed three job applications, helped an elderly lady get her groceries across the street, and walked approximately four thousand miles—or so it seemed.

				“Jo,” Henry moaned, “my feet are killing me. Do you have to walk a lot in this romantic life of yours?”

				“Yeah, I do. But today seems worse somehow.” She waved down the one waitress in the diner. “I need coffee and a chicken salad sandwich. Henry?”

				“Coffee yes. Double cheeseburger with bacon, fries on the side. I’ll get back to you later on dessert,” he added.

				“Watch your money, dude,” she warned. “That stuff will be hard to come by in the next few months.”

				He harrumphed as he stretched back in the chair. “No one said I had to starve to death in this experiment in terror, and I don’t plan to.”

				She made a face of agreement. Suddenly a flash of color caught her eye. A help-wanted sign. “Ooohh,” she moaned. “Look.”

				He turned in the direction she pointed and saw the sign. “Oh, no. Jo, you do want to work here.”

				“It isn’t a matter of wanting to, Henry,” she explained. “It’s a matter of have to. And don’t call me Jo.”

				“Heh, heh, heh,” he laughed. “Does that bother you? I’ll do it all the time now. Besides, this place is just creepy. Look at that waitress. She’s probably 105 years old.”

				“So?” Jolene flipped her cup over in anticipation of the coffee.

				“So, if you go to work here, that could be you. Only like at forty, and you just look 105 because you’ve been in here breathing in grease and cheap perfume.”

				“Egad, Henry! Don’t say things like that.”

				The ancient waitress shuffled up to the table and filled their cups. As an afterthought she tossed a handful of creamers on the table between them. Henry glanced up at the woman’s shriveled torso. “Thank you, Angela. How nice of you.”

				“Go to hell,” she snapped. “Your food will be right out.”

				“I can hardly wait,” Jolene shot back. “A bit of pleasant personality would go a long way, you know.”

				Angela shot them the bird and meandered back to the pick-up window. 

				“What a nice lady,” Henry said, smirking at her retreating back. “I’m sure she is a real favorite in the quilting circle.”

				Jolene stared down at the cracked, worn table. “How old do you think she really is? I mean, she can’t really be 105.”

				“Hmmm,” he mused. “Well, I guess she could be, but in reality I think she’s probably in her sixties.”

				The watched as Angela took her time bringing their food to the table. Jolene smiled and commented, “Don’t I know you, Angela? Weren’t you a friend of my mother’s?”

				“No.” She clunked the food down. 

				“Oh, I’m sorry,” Jolene apologized. “I thought I recognized you from her senior citizens group.”

				The waitress’s gaunt face suddenly flamed a deep red. “Just how old do you think I am, girlie? I don’t hang out with senior citizens.”

				“I, uhm, sorry, I just . . .”

				“I’m forty-four years old for your information. Eat up and get out. I’ve had enough of you two.” She slammed a handwritten check down between them.

				They ate in silence, cutting watchful eyes at Angela sitting at the counter. Henry looked at Jolene with a raised eyebrow. “All done?” he asked.

				She nodded and rose quickly, all too ready to escape the dreadful little diner.

				“Hey, Ang,” he called out. “I’m leaving the money for your check and your tip here on the table. We need to go. Have a good day.” He tossed a folded bill on the table and rushed Jolene to the door.

				Once outside in the thawing early afternoon, she turned to him. “You didn’t really leave her a tip, did you?” 

				They stopped by a streetlamp and spied through the diner’s window watching the sour waitress clean their table. 

				“Yes, I did. I left a one-hundred-dollar bill on the table.” He watched the waitress as she picked up the check and the money. She looked around, shock registering on her face.

				“But why?” Jolene asked. “Why would you do that when she was awful?”

				He steered her down the street. “Because maybe she won’t be so awful when the next couple comes in.”

				~ ~ ~

				Jolene and Henry sat in her living room area staring out the window. Occasionally, one of them would groan and shift their feet up higher or lower. Neither one could do much more than make an agonizing sound.

				“Today was awful, Jo. Is it all going to be like this?” he asked, slipping a throw pillow under his feet resting on the coffee table.

				“No. Today we were job hunting. That’s torture enough as it is, but all that walking,” she commiserated. “I’m glad I don’t have to do that every day. Just think of how mailmen feel.”

				“And mail ladies,” he added.

				“Yeah, them too.” She stared at her bare feet. “I want to go make coffee but I’m not sure I can make it that far.”

				“I’d offer to do it, but I’ve suffered enough today without instant coffee.” He laughed at the face she made. “What? I’m just being honest.”

				“You know, I’ll bet old Angie girl had a real conniption fit when she found that hundred-dollar bill on the table,” Jolene mused. “Probably the only one she’s ever gotten there.”

				Henry narrowed his eyes. “What exactly is a conniption fit? I’ve heard of them. Never seen one.”

				She laughed. “You don’t want to either. Did you ever do something that made your mama or daddy so mad you thought they would kill you?”

				“Why do speak that way?” he asked with an abrupt about-face.

				“Like what?”

				“You know. “Like ‘your mama or daddy.’” He mocked her accent and dragged the words out in excruciating hyperbole.

				“Please don’t make fun of me, Henry. Kentucky is considered part of the south, and people do have southern accents here. Besides, at least I don’t sound like a television announcer.”

				He frowned. “What do you mean by that? Correct? Normal? What?”

				“No,” she replied as she got to her feet. “Boring.”

				“Wait right there, missy! You can’t go off in a huff every time I say something you don’t like.” 

				“Well, you are right about that, Henry. I’m going to pee.” She gave him a dismissive nod. “And then I’m making hot, delicious instant coffee. You want some or not?”

				“Ewww,” he gasped. “You said pee. I’m going to be ill.”

				Laughter erupted from her mouth like jelly boiling over on a stove. “Oh, Henry. You should get an Oscar.”

				He grinned with delight. “I agree. Put that on the list for tomorrow. And yes, I’ll take some of your disgusting coffee.”

				“Okay, I’ll make some for you. Pet my cat while you’re over there wasting time.”

				“Welllll, if I must,” he drawled, stretching a hand toward the sleeping cat. “Does this mean you forgive me?”

				“Yes, I forgive you,” she said, padding lightly on her sore feet. 

				“Let’s make up right. Come here, I’ll give you a hickey.”

				“Henry, I swear . . .”

				“Oh, come on,” he called after her. “Just one.”

				Jolene shut the bathroom door firmly behind her and dissolved into giggles.

				~ ~ ~

				Two days later, easy-listening music flooded throughout the grocery store aisles. Jolene sighed and paused where she had stopped to examine the marked-down fruit. They only played that putrid music, she fumed, in an attempt to people calm when they saw the grocery prices.

				“Pay attention,” she snapped. “You have to watch what I’m doing, Henry.”

				“Watch what?” he asked, popping a grape into his mouth. “All I see you doing is picking out the cheapest things in the store. Anyone could do that.” He swiped another few grapes from the display. “I don’t see what the big deal about frugality is. Just don’t spend a lot of money.”

				“There is a lot more to it than that,” she assured him. “If we just bought the cheapest things in the store, we would have a big soup bone for supper tonight. Instead, we’re cutting back on items like soap and toilet paper so we can afford ground beef. Ergo, no bones for supper.”

				He ate the last of his stolen grapes. “I hate to tell you this, Jolene, but I would never even consider cooking a bone and eating it.”

				“Who said anything about cooking it?” she asked, snickering as his face visibly paled. Pushing the cart past him, she enjoyed being the tormentor instead of the victim for a change. Stopping in front of a rack of donuts, she waited for him to catch up.

				“Look.” She pointed at the rack. “A dozen donuts for three bucks and some change.”

				“Hmmm,” he murmured, feigning interest. “How wonderful.”

				“How much did you pay for the ones you brought?” she asked.

				“Now, that’s a rude question.” He picked up the package and looked at the donuts, a hint of disapproval on his face.

				“Just answer me.”

				He squinted his eyes, trying to remember. “Like thirty dollars and some change, I think.”

				Her eyes flew open wide. “For donuts? Are you insane?”

				His eyebrows knitted together. “That is not fair, Jolene. You said yourself they were the best donuts you had ever eaten.”

				“Yes, but that much money . . .”

				He held up his hand and stopped her. “Hush. It’s over and done. Besides, these donuts look a little sketchy. I wouldn’t eat them.”

				“Quality is one thing, but wastefulness is another.” She pushed on down the aisle. “Let’s get some cat food and get out of here.”

				“Cat food? You wouldn’t dare make me eat cat food!”

				“For Linus, you goofball!” She laughed. “You don’t think I would make you eat cat food, do you?”

				He gave her a weak smile. “Well, maybe just for a moment . . .”

				They checked out, each toting their share of bags to the bus stop. Jolene checked the time. They had about ten minutes to wait, so she had timed their shopping trip just right. She watched him from the corner of her eye. Henry was fidgeting and his leg jumped up and down at the knee like a scared teenager going on his first date.

				“Hey,” she finally said, “are you okay?”

				“Mm-hmm. Fine. Yep, I’m good,” he replied, picking at a hangnail.

				“Let’s talk about this bus thing.”

				He pressed his lips together in a tight line. “No, let’s don’t.”

				“Henry, come on. You’ll feel better if you talk about it.”

				Turning his face toward the street, he maintained silence.

				“Well, okay then,” she said, digging in her purse. She came up with a pair of nail clippers and handed them to him. 

				“Thanks,” he replied, using them to nip off several small hangnails. “This experiment is making me nervous, and I end up picking at my nails. I need a manicure.”

				“Isn’t that supposed to be my line?” she asked, looking at her own worn-down nails.

				“I guess,” he mumbled, turning his attention back to the street. His eyes looked hard and distant, his face like carved granite.

				“Just know I’m here if you need to talk, about anything, not just learning to be poor.” She gave him a playful nudge with her elbow. “Kay kay?”

				“Quit! ‘Kay Kay,’ how pathetic!”

				She nudged him again, eliciting a slight giggle from his stoic form. “Kay Kay?”

				He play-slapped the air in front of her. “Quit! Kay kay?”

				“Awww, him’s just being a cranky widdle grouch,” she teased, picking at him. She gave him a wet willie and he screeched like a little girl finding a bug.

				“Oh, now you’ve done it,” he turned on her with shining eyes. “Now you’re gonna get it. Kay kay?”

				She fought off his tickle attack as best she could, but he was stronger and quicker, getting all the right spots as if by radar. And then it happened. For whatever reason, in a moment frozen in time, he had her pushed against the wall of the bus shelter. Then he just leaned in and kissed her. The air around them turned from freezing cold to warm as summer in an instant. The traffic sounds faded, and all she could hear was the beating of her heart.

				When he pulled his face away from hers, she was mesmerized by the look in his blue eyes. Surprised. Tender. Soft. Henry let go of her, keeping his eyes on her face. “Did you feel that?” he asked.

				She nodded, swallowing hard.

				“What was that?” 

				Jolene managed a whisper. “I don’t know.”

				The sound of the bus alerted them, and a calm, steady quiet settled between them as they rode to her apartment. Her mind whirred like a Ferris wheel out of control. It was wrong, she reasoned. But she wanted more. What were they doing? This couldn’t happen. Oh, she wanted another kiss . . .

				They disembarked from the belching, lurching bus some thirty minutes later, but still neither one spoke. 

				Disgruntled meows greeted them from the other side of the apartment door. As soon as Jolene could get the door opened, Linus was squalling at them.

				“Oh, my! Are you starving?” she asked, hurrying to his bowl. “Let’s get your food, baby.”

				He rubbed his head against her leg as she filled the bowl with the little brown nuggets. 

				“Henry, would you fill his water dish?”

				Nodding, he carefully filled the water and sat it down for his new buddy. He turned to her, his face solemn. “I think we need to talk.”

				Her heart thumped over a beat. This was never good. The “I think we need to talk” talk. “OK, have a seat.” She pointed at the small kitchen table and slid into the seat on the other side.

				He joined her, fidgeting with his nails. “I want to apologize for what happened earlier,” he began. “This experiment, or whatever it is, we can’t let stuff like that happen if we really want this to work.”

				She nodded. “I agree.”

				“It’s just that . . . I find you very attractive. Alluring, really. And I just kind of lost the thread there.” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “The thing about the bus. It’s not that I think I’m too good for it.”

				“OK,” she spoke softly. “I could tell it was something more intense.”

				“It is. When I was younger, a so-called friend of mine offered for me to stay over at his house. We had to ride the bus, and that was okay with me. Back then everything was an adventure.” He returned his attention to his nails, which were starting to look a bit red and irritated. “We were on this bus, and we were traveling way down past the city, where I’d never been before. We were supposed to make a couple changes, but the bus was so packed that I lost sight of my friend. After the new people boarded at the first stop, I started to panic. I couldn’t see him anywhere. Soon it was obvious he had ditched me. There I was all alone on a bus headed somewhere I had no idea of—and no way to get help. That was long before I had a cell phone. I completely panicked.”

				“Oh my gosh,” she whispered. “You must have been terrified.”

				“I was,” he admitted. “But I wasn’t a little kid. There was no reason for my overreaction.”

				Jolene went to the fridge and removed a jug of cold water and poured them both a glass. “Here,” she advised him. “You need this.”

				He took the glass with a grateful smile and downed the cold water. “I love that you keep this in the refrigerator. I haven’t seen anyone do that in ages.”

				“Eh,” she replied with a wave of her had. “Cheap tricks country people know.”

				“Yeah, I guess so,” he agreed, reaching for the bottle to refill his glass. “You know, since that happened, I’ve never been on a public bus again until you. Until all this.”

				“Well,” she said, rising to fill the bottle, “I’m sorry it had to be that way. I don’t have a car, so it’s all I can do.”

				Henry stretched his arms above his head. “I’m not sorry. It made me face a demon, and that was worth a million bucks right there.”

				Placing the water on the shelf, she paused and pulled a package of cheese from the fridge. “How about grilled cheese sandwiches? Do you like those?”

				He nodded. “Sounds perfect. Do you have tomato soup?”

				“Yes, I do. You’re in luck.” She gathered up what she needed to cook. “Why don’t you go play with Linus while I fix this up.”

				“I shall do that.” 

				She watched Henry stretch out on the sofa and beckon the cat to him. The pudgy feline hurried over to his new best friend and meowed loudly as he leaped up to join him. They launched into a somewhat one-sided conversation as she assembled the bread and cheese for the skillet.

				“You’re really just a big softy, aren’t you?” Henry asked his companion. “Remember, my offer stands good. You bite your mommy just once and a banquet dinner is on me. All the mice made from mashed up liver you can eat.”

				Jolene giggled. “He has always been a one-woman cat up until now. I think I’m besmirched.”

				“Besmirched? Have I ever really heard that word used before?” He looked at the cat. “Did you hear that, Linus? You have besmirched her. That’s almost as good as a bite.” That comment elicited a “pffft” of indignant response from Jolene.

				“Fine,” he declared. “You just watch and see. By the time this over, your cat will leave you and move in with me. He says he has no stomach for cheap cat food.”

				“He doesn’t? In that case you should save your pennies. If you’re going to stay here, then Linus will be your responsibility.”

				“What?” he spluttered, his face aghast. “You never said anything about me staying here. There isn’t enough room for you and a cat, much less me.”

				“Oh, calm down,” she said, fluffing her fingers at him. “Some nights you will stay here with Linus, and I will sleep at your place. The rest of the time, I’ll stay here with my baby.”

				“But won’t you miss us?”

				“I’ll miss Linus,” she replied tartly. Stroking the cat’s thick fur, her fingers blurred the lines of black and white. She thought about how he always snuggled against her at night. “I would take him with me but moving around would frighten him. He needs stability.”

				Henry grimaced. “You talk about that cat as if he were your child.”

				“He’s probably the only child I’ll ever have,” she admitted. “I’ve never dated much. I haven’t been out with anyone in over a year. Without dates, my chances of getting married are slim.”

				“What seems to be the problem?” He gazed at her with questioning eyes. “Are you socially inept?”

				“What?”

				“I could teach you how to act on a date. I’m very good at that,” he replied, nodding.

				“No! I don’t need you to teach me . . .”

				“Or maybe it’s your breath.” A huge grin draped across his face.

				“I hate it when you do this,” she commented, rolling her eyes. “We were actually communicating there for a moment. Getting to know one another, and then you go and blow it.”

				“I’m just trying to help!” His protests fell on deaf ears. Jolene aimed a throw pillow at his head and zinged her target.

				“Come and eat your dinner before I decide to throw your half away,” she threatened. “You would get mighty hungry later, I think.”

				“I would just ask my butler to bring me something in my room.” He sniffed the tomato soup and made appropriate “mmm-ing” noises.

				Her mouth dropped open. “You have a butler? Seriously?”

				Chomping the hot cheese sandwich, he stifled a giggle. “No, dork. I’m teasing you.”

				“Uuufff,” she muttered, frowning into her bowl of soup. “Did you hear that? I think it’s thundering.”

				Henry grumbled some answer she couldn’t decipher and continued eating. “Is there more? I’m starving.”

				“Yeah, on the stove. Help yourself.” 

				Thunder rumbled over the apartment building, louder this time. She could see streaks of lightning jabbing at the evening sky through the small kitchen window. 

				“We’re fixing to get it,” she said at last. 

				“Get what?” Between the wad of sandwich in his mouth, it sounded more like “Kit whar?”

				“A storm. A bad one, I’m guessing. I hate to send you out in that to wait on a bus.”

				His face puckered as he swallowed. “I am not standing out in the rain for a bus, Jolene. I’ll call a cab.”

				Shaking her head, she said, “You know you can’t do that.”

				“I can and I will.” Henry stood to look out the kitchen window. “Oh, sheez! It’s pouring out there.”

				“You cannot call a cab. It’s not the frugal thing to do,” she protested.

				“Then what do you suggest I do, Miss Money for Nothing and your chips are free?”

				She started laughing, and realized he was too funny to stay mad at for very long. “How about you sleep on my couch?”

				He drew his eyebrows together in concentration. “Hmmmm. Could I sleep with you in your room instead?”

				“No. But you are getting ever closer to that rainy bus stop.”

				He sighed. “Okay, I guess I’ll take it. Be more fun with you, though.”

				“Behave or I’ll make you wash the dishes.” Jolene gathered them up and bussed them to the sink.

				As gallant as any knight, Henry took them and said, “I’ll wash them anyway. How about that?”

				“Fabulous!” she agreed with a smile. 

				The evening passed quietly, Henry playing with Linus and Jolene going over her checking account. Almost as an afterthought she pulled her cell phone from her purse and was surprised to find a voice message. That never happened!

				She dialed in the code and listened. One of the places she filled out an application wanted to speak with her. A laundromat that needed a manager. Call them in the morning to set up an interview.

				“Huh,” she said out loud, flipping the phone shut. “That was a surprise.”

				“Was it the nineties wanting their flip phone back?”

				She grimaced at Henry. “No, smart aleck. It was the laundromat where I applied today. I need to call in the morning and set up an interview time.”

				“Laundromat?” he asked, an ugly edge of incredulity in his voice. “Seriously?”

				She rolled her eyes. “And there is something wrong with the laundromat? For that matter, is there something wrong with my phone?”

				He sat up from his place on the floor. “Frankly, yes. To both.”

				“So, tell me,” she said with a yawn. “The suspense is killing me.”

				Rising from the floor, much to Linus’s protests, Henry joined her on the couch. “Look,” he said, “if you want to go farther in life, you must make a goal. Set your eye on the prize, to fling a cliché at you. A laundromat isn’t where you want to be, is it?”

				She shrugged.

				“Remember our friend Angie from today?” he asked, nudging her arm. “She could have gone a lot farther in life if she hadn’t let it beat her down.”

				“I somehow doubt that.” Acid seemed to drip through her words.

				“You’re missing the point.” Framing his hands like an old photo frame gesture, he added, “If you dream big, you can reach for moon. And even if you miss, you’re still among the stars.”

				Before she replied, she boffed him with a throw pillow. “That’s stupid, Henry. Haven’t you ever heard of people risking everything and then losing it?”

				“No, it’s not stupid! Besides what would you be losing? A tiny little apartment with dumpy furniture?”

				She felt her face turn red as anger rushed through her. “OK, that’s enough. I’m going to bed with MY cat and leaving your snobby butt out here on the sofa. There’s a blanket in the closet.”

				Jolene scooped up her cat and stomped into her room, slamming the door behind her. 

				Once snuggled warmly in bed, she and Linus settled into the serenade of the storm raging outside. Maybe it was just a tiny apartment with dumpy leftover furniture, but it was her home. At least they weren’t out there on the street in the mess pouring down over the city. 

				Homelessness. It was her greatest fear, and to avoid that she would work at a laundromat or any other job she could find to keep them both safe. As if in agreement, the cat stretched and curled up beside her.

				Henry could not understand. It wasn’t possible for someone like him to comprehend the depth of such fear. No matter what, he would always have a home and food. The luxury of that guarantee was something that would always lurk outside her grasp.

				Her ears strained to catch the unfamiliar sound. What was that? She stifled a giggle when she realized Henry was snoring on the couch. In a place this small, every little sound amplified through the paper-thin walls.

				How do couples learn to live with that, she wondered. Things like snoring, or sharing bathroom space, or what kind of coffee to use? She had never had to share a bed, so she had no idea what learning to sleep with someone would be like. She tried to imagine what having another human being right next to her all night long would be like, and actually it didn’t seem so bad, she decided.

				But what about when couples argued? Feelings would be hurt. Things might be said that would never go away, even after the making up that would eventually happen. Arguments about laundry, food, money, and children—just to consider it scared the wadding out of her.

				A salute of thunder shook the windows. Becoming a couple wasn’t even something she had to worry about, she decided. Wasted time to even think of it when there was so much else that could happen. She rolled onto her side, her eyes heavy with exhaustion. The nagging memory of a little kiss on a bus stop bench scrolled through the marquis of her mind as if to remind her that there were indeed a lot of things that could happen. 

				~ ~ ~

				Morning brought calm skies and warming temperatures to the city of Louisville. Jolene dressed and slipped out to the kitchen, ready for some instant coffee and a renewed job search. She peered toward the sofa and was startled to find it empty. Henry was nowhere to be seen.

				She set the water kettle on the stove burner to heat and gathered up some clean clothes. He probably went home, she figured. Having slept many a night on that sofa, she couldn’t blame him. Just as well, he would be back later.

				Downing the bitter coffee, she headed for the shower. She stopped to pet Linus and refill his bowls. Funny, she realized he hadn’t greeted her with the same voracious yowls as usual. What was with that?

				The water poured down over her with a hot vengeance that a new morning needs. She shampooed, conditioned, lathered, shaved, and rinsed. That was another thing, she thought as her mind turned to the previous night’s conversation. Not only did she fear being homeless, but she was just not the type of person who could go without bathing. Running a wide-toothed comb through her long, dark hair before all the conditioner was rinsed out, she was thankful for these luxuries in life —as basic and simple as they were.

				She stepped out of the tub and realized to her chagrin that she had left her bathrobe in the bedroom. One small towel hung on the rack. The rest were in the laundry. Wrapping the towel around her hair, she drained on the bathmat as best she could then decided to make a dash to the bedroom for her robe. Flinging open the door, she stood face to face with Henry.

				A blood curdling scream split the steamy bathroom. “OH MY GOD!!! What are you doing?”

				His face paled as he stuttered. “I, uhhh. I . . .”

				“I thought you went home!”

				“I thought you were still asleep!”

				They stared at one another for a split second that lasted an eternity. 

				Jolene whipped the towel off her head and covered her nether region as her hair fell over her bosom. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” And with that she stomped over to the bedroom and closed herself inside.

				She felt her face burning even hotter than the shower had been, and without even thinking she began to cry. Humiliation coursed through her, bringing sobs out to her dismay.

				A gentle knock at the door caught her off guard. 

				“Jo? Are you okay?”

				She sniffled. Then she hiccupped. “No.”

				His voice came through the door in a gentle, soothing wave. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to . . . Well, it wasn’t my intention . . . I’m sorry I saw you naked.”

				Her sobs grew and she couldn’t hold back. “Just leave me alone.”

				“But I want to help you,” he replied, his tone soulful.

				“Leaving me alone”—she paused to blow her nose—“would be helping.”

				He sighed. “Okay. I’m going to run home and clean up. Change clothes and all that. Unless you’d rather me bring my stuff back here so you can see me naked too.”

				“Get out!” 

				She heard snickers from his side of the barrier.

				“You animal! Get out!”

				An hour later she emerged from her cocoon of despair, Clothes neat, hair combed and braided. Dignity shattered.

				“Linus,” she commented, petting her cat, “you are the only male in this world I can stand!”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				The day crawled by with minutes lasting hours. Jolene called the laundromat and set up an interview time for the next day. Her mood dark and her outlook even bleaker, she wondered what they would have to discuss at that interview. Her techniques for fluffing and folding?

				Lunchtime came and went with no sign of Henry. Perhaps it was for the best, she mused. Things had careened completely out of control, and she saw no way of completing this horrible experience Billy Hank had set up for them. What had he been thinking?

				She was sure that greeting his nephew in the hallway stark naked hadn’t been the goal. 

				Her face flamed again, and she splashed cold water from the kitchen faucet against her cheeks. She would never live this embarrassment down. 

				At five o’clock she started rummaging through the cabinets for dinner ingredients. She found a box of macaroni and cheese, some spaghetti, and a can toward the back. She pulled it out and read the label. Tomato soup. Ummmm, no, she decided, tossing it back to its place behind some instant tea.

				Settling on spaghetti, she quickly whipped up the pasta and a garlicky olive oil dressing for it. Simple, but good. Munching along, she stared out the window as evening closed in. The clouds looked rather dark behind the setting sun, and she wouldn’t be at all surprised if some weather developed again overnight.

				The thought of storms forced her mind toward Henry again. Was he at home? Would he be out half the night in rain and whatever else might develop? Criminy! Jolene stabbed her fork into her spaghetti. Why did she care anyway?

				Linus meowed at her feet, reminding her to feed him dinner too. She plodded toward the kitchenette and pulled the box of cat food from the cabinet. “Here you go, sweetie. Forgive me, Mommy is a looney tune today.” She made kissy faces at him until she was reminded of the kiss she shared with Henry the day before. His face, so enchanting, stood frozen in her memory. 

				“Ugh! This is torturing me,” she told the cat, who ignored her yet again as he chomped down his kibble.

				An unexpected rap on the door zipped her concentration back to center and she moved toward the front of the apartment.

				“Yes?” 

				“It’s me. Can I come in?” Henry sounded tired.

				Jolene unlocked the door and the deadbolt, allowing him entry. “Come in.”

				He nodded. “Thanks. I wasn’t sure you would let me in.”

				She shrugged and slouched over to the couch. “What’s up?”

				Henry followed suit and welcomed Linus into his lap. “Hey, buddy. Have you been good today?”

				The cat gave his new best friend some face and then settled into his lap.

				“Not much is up. I just thought I should give you some space today,” he explained, concentrating on Linus’s fur pattern. “I’m sorry about all that.”

				“I’ve given this situation a lot of thought today. Weighed the pros and the cons. Considered just chucking the whole thing and telling the attorney to do whatever he wanted, but I was out.”

				Her comment brought his face level with hers. “You didn’t!”

				“No, I didn’t,” she replied. “Yet.”

				“Yet?” he croaked.

				“We are laying some ground rules here, my friend. And if they are not followed, I will throw you under the bus so quick you will think you were actually hit by one.”

				He nodded, his face awash in anticipation.

				She held up one finger. “First, you and I will never be in the same apartment overnight again.”

				“Agree.”

				A second finger joined the first. “Next, you never leave the premises without telling me, and also when you expect to be back. That way we don’t have any more instances like this morning.”

				“Agree.”

				The third finger popped up to follow its mates. “And lastly, I know you like to joke around and humor is a great thing. But I have feelings, Henry, and I’m getting tired of you hurting them. Stop and think before you say things. They aren’t always as funny as you think.”

				His brows drew together in puzzled thought. “Ummm, agree. But I didn’t know that I hurt your feelings.”

				“That,” she said with pointed meaning, “is why we are having this conversation.”

				He nodded again. “I see that. Okay. No more of today—ever again. Got it.”

				Clutching a throw pillow against her chest, she said, “And one more thing, Henry. Absolutely no more kissing. Right?”

				“Oh, yeah, right. Heck yeah,” he replied, rubbing his hands together. “No more kissing.”

				“Okay then.”

				“Okay.” He stared at the window. “Now what?”

				“Budgeting? Laundry basics? Eating for the poverty-stricken?” She ran her finger over the pattern of the pillow.

				“Eating sounds good. I’m starving.”

				“Oh, well, ummmm, I ate already,” she said, biting her lip. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were coming back.”

				“That’s okay, really.” He looked at her empty plate. “What did you eat?”

				She picked it up and took it to the kitchen. “Just some spaghetti with olive oil and garlic.”

				“Mmmm, that sounds good.”

				“I can make you some, if you want,” she offered, pointing toward the box of spaghetti by the stove. 

				“Could you? Would it be too much trouble?” His eyes gleamed.

				“Sure. No problem.” Jolene quickly washed the pot out and started fresh water to boil. Henry joined her, watching as she brought the small meal together.

				“How did you learn to cook?”

				She laughed. “Watching my mother, but this is hardly cooking. Boiling spaghetti is nothing really, and this doesn’t even have sauce.”

				“Better than I could do,” he pointed out. Without asking he got cold water from the fridge, and his gesture of familiarity warmed her heart. Everything would work out, she reminded herself. 

				In no time, the frugal meal was done, and Henry sat at the table wolfing it down.

				“Didn’t you eat at all today?”

				He shook his head no. “This is delicious,” he managed to say between mouthfuls. “I like spaghetti this way.”

				She nodded. “Glad you like it.”

				“Thanks for making it for me.” He chugged the water down.

				A crack of lightning split the night. They looked at one another in terror. A repeat of last night!

				“Oh, no,” Jolene sighed. “Guess what?”

				“But you said . . .”

				“Yeah, I know what I said, but I won’t throw you out in a storm.” She paced the small kitchen area, peeking out the window and shaking her head. “What are we going to do now?”

				Henry finished the last of his pasta and took his plate to the sink to wash. They stood side by side staring out into the dark.

				“We’ll just deal with it,” he said at last. “Deal with it like the capable adults we both are.”

				“Yes. Yes, we will,” she agreed, smiling at him. Everything will be okay. 

				At that moment a bolt of lightning struck a neighboring apartment building, splitting the evening quiet with a jolt. The lights flashed and then went out. And Jolene found herself in Henry’s arms, holding on for dear life. 

				Okay, she mused. Maybe everything isn’t going to be fine, after all.

				~ ~ ~

				The three of them huddled on the couch together, a heavy blanket over them. With the power out, there was no heat, and the temperature was dropping. The humans were indulging in hot chocolate, while the feline was curled up between them. 

				“I can’t believe I made that big deal about not spending the night in the same apartment, only to have to eat my words not even an hour later,” she laughed. “How pathetic is that?”

				“Well, look at the bright side,” Henry said, pausing to sip his chocolate. “At least we’re not over here kissing and making out.”

				“Yeah, that’s true,” she mused. “Quite a bright side there. And at least we heated water in the kettle before the lights went out.”

				They both laughed, lifting their mugs in a toast.

				“So, we’re good?” he asked, his blue eyes shining bright in the lamplight.

				“Yeah, we’re good. But we have to get busy on all this stuff now, Henry. We need to get you ‘poored’ up before we run out of time.” Jolene shifted in her place, causing Linus to emit a disgruntled yowl. “So sorry, Your Majesty. I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

				“What is there really to learn? Buy cheap, eat cheap, take any job necessary to get by. Pretty basic, if you ask me.” He stroked the cat’s fur. “I think I might get a cat when this is over. I like this one. Can I have him?”

				“No!” She laughed at him. “Of course not.”

				“Okay, but will you help me find one?”

				She smiled. “Maybe. Depends on how you do until then.”

				“You were talking about laundry. Did you talk to the people at the laundromat today?” 

				“Yeah, I interview tomorrow, and then we really should go to our own laundromat and do the wash when I get back.”

				“Oh. Hurray.” His tone was flippant and full of dread. 

				“It won’t be that bad,” she said. 

				“If you say so,” he mumbled. “But that’s what you said about the bus, and I almost had a panic attack!”

				“But you didn’t.”

				“No, I guess I didn’t.”

				They sat in companionable silence for several minutes until she yawned.

				“I need to go to bed. I want to be fresh for my interview. I’ll be leaving about eight in the morning,” she said, gathering up her cat. “Do not, and I repeat this, do not barge into the bathroom while I’m getting ready.”

				“Oh, fine. Just take all the fun out of it for me.”

				“Yes, I shall. Goodnight, then. Sleep well.”

				“Night, Jo.”

				“And don’t call me Jo,” she muttered, leaving him to the lumpy sofa and a throw pillow to rest his head.

				~ ~ ~

				Rain fell as if it were pouring out of a bucket as Jolene stared out the bus window. Although the late-January temperatures were moderating, the precipitation factor refused to let up. Memories of late-winter freezes during her childhood made her shiver in fear. If that were to happen with all this rain, the power could go out for days, and no one wanted that to happen.

				She stifled a groan as she realized just how possible that might be. She should stock up the cabinets and try to find some alternative source of heat, just in case.

				She flicked at an imaginary speck of dust on her dress pants. Despite her interview being at a laundromat, she felt it better to always look her best in these situations. Her mother always told her not to dress for the job she had, but the position she really wanted. Lately, she realized with a smirk, that would include a superhero’s costume.

				The bus rumbled to a stop, but she still had three more to go. It was the same vicinity of the museum, so she knew the territory. She thought about the day when she could start taking classes at the university. She should look at their programs to see what might fit her best. She pulled her cell phone out of her purse and tried to bring the site up, but the weak little device could barely pull a signal. She huffed and tossed it back into her bag. Useless. 

				Another stop down, she felt her nerves starting to jangle as the anticipation of being questioned and judged rose inside her mind. Oh, how she hated this stuff!

				As she saw her stop come into view, she carefully rose from her seat and made her way to the front of the bus. For a fleeting moment, she wished Henry were there with her. She was willing to bet he never got nervous about anything. She thanked the driver and stepped down to depart, pausing to open her umbrella. Rain pelted down and gusts of wind threatened to send her off into flight. 

				Jolene made it over the puddles and to the safety of the overhang above the sidewalk for the trip to the corner. She was shaking, but she didn’t know if it was from the weather or the upcoming interview.

				Inside the laundromat, a humid and warmer environment had taken hold as early birds worked to wash, dry, and fold their clothes, towels, and sheets. 

				Music filled the area with a lively island tune, and the people there seemed determined to enjoy their work no matter the rain outside. She smiled at the happy atmosphere as two little girls raced by with their baby dolls. 

				She walked to the desk and dinged the bell, per the instructions on a card there. A harried little man with wire-frame glasses and frizzy hair stepped out from the back room. “Can I help you?”

				“Yes, I’m Jolene Benningfield. I have an appointment for an interview.”

				“Oh, yes, right,” he greeted with a smile. “Come on back.”

				She followed him into the back room where he apparently had been attempting to fix some mechanical monstrosity strewn out on a card table. “The change maker went out,” he explained. “Have a seat.”

				She took off her coat and draped it over the back of the chair, then sat gingerly in the small, hard plastic chair.

				“You working now?” he asked. 

				“Umm, no. I’m not. I got laid off the other day,” she said without further explanation.

				“Coffee?” He pointed at the full pot parked neatly in the maker on the filing cabinet.

				“Yes, please,” she said, accepting the cup he offered. As he filled their cups and pulled a condiment tray from behind the pile of change machine parts, he told her about the job.

				“So really, it’s just keeping people happy,” he said, pouring what seemed to be a half-cup of sugar into his brew. “That sounds easy enough, but sometimes it isn’t. I have all I can do with the maintenance side of it.”

				“I see,” she replied, sipping the hot, creamy coffee. “This is quite good. Thank you.”

				“Welcome, welcome,” he said, handing her a printed sheet. “These are the rates I pay for the shifts you may need to work. After six months, you get insurance. If you stay a year, you get a different sheet with better rates. And as a bonus, if you have to work at night I will pay for a cab to take you home, if you would otherwise have to ride the bus.”

				Jolene tried to hide the shock she felt at the list of rates. He paid more than she had ever made at the museum, and a cab bonus too. Her heart pounded at the thought.

				“This all looks just fine,” she began.

				“Okay, okay, do you want the job? You can start tomorrow.”

				A huge smile spread over her face. “I’d love to have this job, Mr. . . ..”

				“Patterson, but you can call me Vick. Be here at seven in the morning. Just wear jeans, none of this fancy stuff,” he motioned toward her slacks and sweater. “Bring a lunch. Everything around here is higher than a cat’s back. Oh, and pay no attention to Pat Elmore. He’s the usual second-shift guy. He has the personality of a mashed turnip.” With that Vick turned back to his work and she was summarily dismissed.

				“Okay. Well, thank you,” she stammered. “Tomorrow then.”

				During the trip home, she ran numbers through her head calculating her new salary. This, she decided, was the best unexpected outcome possible. More money, easy job, and no worries about becoming homeless. Her mood soared, and she surprised herself in the anticipation of telling Henry all about it.

				Her apartment was empty, save her constant feline companion, when she arrived home. It looked as if Henry had straightened things up and left it tidy. Her heart warmed with yet another unexpected surprise. 

				She looked for a note and found one on the bathroom door, of all places. Hi Jo: Hope the interview went well. I’m taking care of some business, but I’ll be back in time for dinner. Don’t cook. Tonight it’s on me. H.

				She smiled. And the good stuff just kept coming. Jolene hoped his “business” was finding a job. He needed to learn how to budget real money, not just numbers on a sheet of paper. But if not, they would figure that out.

				She caught herself. They. More and more often she was thinking of “us” instead of just herself, and that could prove dangerous in the long run. When this ended, each of them had to be able to walk away without any regrets or heartaches. Thinking of them as “us” wouldn’t allow that. 

				She yawned and stretched out on the lumpy couch and lay her head on the throw pillow. She felt oddly comforted by Henry’s scent left there from his overnight stays. Almost as if he belonged there.

				~ ~ ~

				The hill she and Linus were climbing was covered with rocks, and Jolene stumbled every few steps. Linus looked up at her and said, “Do try to be more careful. You’re going to crush me.”

				“I’m trying, but I can’t seem to get a good footing here.”

				The cat sighed with long-suffering patience. “Humans. You’re all so freaking delicate.”

				As they neared the top of the hill, she spied an apple tree. “Oh, look! That tree is loaded with apples!”

				“Big deal,” he replied. 

				She fell again, this time opening a wound on her knee. Blood gushed out, running down her leg. “Oh, boy. Just what I needed.” She scooped up a handful of dirt and slapped it on the wound, pressing forward to reach the apple tree. 

				Much to her dismay, as hard as she tried to reach an apple, she couldn’t grasp one. They remained just out of her reach, no matter what she did.

				“Give up,” the cat advised. “You’re not going to succeed.”

				“I will,” she said through gritted teeth. “I will succeed. Watch me.”

				Suddenly the sounds of tapping filled the air around her. She tried to discern the noise and where it was coming from, but it seemed as though the taps were all around her.

				“Jolene! Open the door!”

				She opened her eyes and looked around. What was going on?

				“Jolene?”

				She leaped from the couch and hit the door running. Opening it, she found Henry standing there with his arms full of paper bags.

				“What are you doing?” he asked, peering at her closely.

				“I’m sorry. I was asleep,” she mumbled, backing away from the door.

				“I can see,” he laughed. “You must have been having one heck of a dream.”

				“Yeah. That dream—it was weird.”

				“Here, take a couple of these bags. I’ll get dinner set up and you can tell me all about it.”

				Jolene watched him as he took containers out of the bags and set about making plates for each of them. The aroma tantalized her, and her stomach growled with fury.

				“Starving, are we?” he asked, spooning the most beautiful food out that she’d ever seen.

				“Just about. I came back from the interview and passed out. I forgot to eat today,” she admitted.

				“You must be the only person I know who forgets to eat. So how did it go?” He placed glasses of cold water by the plates and refilled the jug.

				“Oh, it was good. I got it. Start tomorrow.”

				A cloud of some unrecognizable meaning swept his face. He bit his lip with a pensive gesture.

				“What? What is it?” she asked.

				Henry shook his head. “Nothing,” he said, “nothing. Let’s eat.”

				They settled down, digging into the delicious wonders on their plates. 

				“What is this?” she finally asked, spearing a shrimp with her fork.

				Incredulity spread over his face. “It’s Chinese. Haven’t you eaten this before? Any of it?”

				“No, but it’s wonderful. I could eat all of it and still want more.”

				Offering her an egg roll, he laughed. “I think most of us feel that way. I just thought you deserved a little something special. It’s been a hard few days for you.”

				She nodded, nibbling the roll. “Thank you. And I suppose with all things being equal, being caught naked after a shower is worth this luxury.”

				His eyebrows raised and then wiggled. “Oh, really? Do tell!”

				Jolene laughed and tossed a paper napkin at him. “Okay, that doesn’t mean I’m going to strip down and run around here like a jaybird just to get food.”

				“A jaybird? Seriously? A jaybird.” He munched on some broccoli. “Not even for moo goo gai pan?”

				She considered it, then shook her head. “Not even.”

				They fell into silence as they ate. When their plates were clean and their bellies were full, they both sat back as if they had endured a marathon, stretching and satisfied. 

				“Henry?” she asked at last. 

				“Yes, Jo?”

				“Just what is moo goo gai pan?”

				He stared at her for a moment before breaking into full laughter. “You kill me, girl,” he gasped. “I never know when you’re kidding.”

				Once the kitchen was clean and all the leftovers stored into the refrigerator, the two returned to the table to do some planning.

				“I’ve been waiting all day to tell you about my interview today,” she said, pulling the informational sheets out for him to see. “Look, this is the pay chart for the shifts I’ll be working.”

				Henry perused the data and looked into her eyes. “Jo, honey, this is barely a livable wage.”

				His criticism stung her. She had been well-pleased with the money.

				“It’s more than I made at the museum,” she countered. “And the job is easy. No hard work scrubbing down and moving displays like I did there.”

				That now-familiar shadow crossed his face again, putting her on edge.

				“What? Just tell me!”

				“Nothing,” he said. “Well, it’s just that you are worth so much more than this. You deserve a good, dependable job with a future. Not being someone’s lackey.”

				His words hit her in the heart like a bullet. No one had ever said anything like to her before. Tears stung her eyes.

				“Oh, Jo! No, don’t cry. I’m not being mean to you. It’s just that I want better for you,” he explained, handing her a napkin leftover from dinner.

				Sobs poured out as if her soul were melting. “I-I . . . knoooowww!”

				He patted her back. “Don’t cry. Please?”

				“I. Can’t. Help. It!!!” she sputtered, wiping her nose with the dragon-printed napkin.

				“My gosh, you are so emotional. I kind of understood crying over the whole being naked thing, especially after I teased you. But now you’re crying because I think you are too talented and special to work in a laundromat.” Henry shrugged. “I can’t get a handle on this.”

				Drawing in deep breaths, she tried to calm herself. “I’m sorry,” she hiccupped. “I am overly emotional, you’re right.” She honked her nose right on to the dragon. “It’s just that . . . no one ever said anything like that to me before.”

				Confusion clouded his face. “Like what? That you deserve more than hanging out in a laundromat all day? It’s true!”

				Her tears erupted again. “Yesss!” she wailed. “All I’ve ever known is hard work and scraping to make ends meet.”

				“Oh, here now, stop that crying. You’re okay,” he soothed, folding her into a hug. “You’re okay. Shhhh.”

				Within a few moments she became calm and lay against his chest, sniffling now and then.

				“There, there,” he crooned. “No need to cry.”

				She pulled away from him and looked into his blue eyes. Searching his face for some answer, she did the only thing she could think of and kissed him with deep emotion. His arms tightened around her, and when she finally let go it felt as if the world had slipped away.

				“Good night,” she whispered, slipping out of his grasp. She hurried to her room, leaving him to find his own way out—if he chose to leave.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 5

				Jolene lay still in her bed, reading a paperback and listening for movement from the other room. She had no idea if Henry was still in the apartment or not, but she wasn’t taking any chances and she wasn’t ready to see him yet. 

				Had she lost her mind? What was she thinking kissing him like that? If that was the effect Chinese food had on her, she best lay off. In her heart, however, she knew she had kissed him because she wanted to. Because he brought out emotions in her that she wasn’t accustomed to feeling. And her affection for him was growing by leaps with each passing day.

				Almost as if a wake-up call had sounded, a soft tapping came at her door. 

				“Yes?” she asked, hoping she sounded nonchalant.

				Henry cracked the door open. “Okay to come in?”

				“Of course. Come in.”

				He perched on the side of her bed, taking her book and perusing the cover. “Science fiction, eh? I would have thought you to be a romance reader.”

				“Sometimes, but I try to branch out.” She gave him a smile.

				“Cool,” he remarked, returning the book to her. “Listen, I’m taking off. I need to be somewhere tonight. Plans made before all this happened. I’ll stay at my own place tonight afterward.”

				“Okay, sure.” 

				“You’ll be okay?” he asked, gazing at her with concern.

				“Oh, yes. Fine.” She faked a yawn. “I have to be up early for work in the morning anyway.”

				He nodded. “We’ll talk more about that later. So, good night, then.”

				Linus jumped onto the bed and stretched out beside Jolene.

				“Thank you for the lovely dinner,” she offered, hoping to stretch their time out a bit longer.

				“Welcome. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He stepped to the door and closed it gently behind him. 

				She stared after him, wondering what sort of engagement he had to attend. And with whom?

				~ ~ ~

				The laundromat was bright and hopping when she arrived. Vick was busy behind the counter, and a young fellow she didn’t know was going from machine to machine checking them over. She waved through the window as she opened the door and stepped into the humid indoor setting.

				“Good morning,” she hailed. “All ready for my first day.”

				Vick scowled at her. “What time did I say to be here?”

				Fear clutched at her heart. Was she late? Peering at the huge clock above the desk, she raised her eyebrows. “You said seven. It’s five till right now.”

				“Oh,” he replied. “I thought I said six. I’m forgetful at times.” He waved the younger man over with one hand. “Doug, this is, well, I forget. She will tell you. New hire. Show her the ropes.”

				“Jolene,” she commented, extending her hand. “Jolene Benningfield.”

				“Doug,” he muttered, ignoring her hand. “Put your stuff in the office, then come back out here. I’ll show you the morning routine.”

				She did as he said, wondering what she had gotten herself into. Vick was crazy and Doug was perhaps crazier. Once she had rejoined them, things blasted off into hectic mode. 

				Doug started behind the desk, giving her a cursory overview of the cash register and the sale of detergents and other cleaning supplies. Then he moved on to cleaning out lint traps and checking washers for leftover laundry. Next was the daily upkeep and maintenance of the interior with sweeping, mopping, cleaning counters and windows. Stocking snack and drink machines came next. And any time the change machine went out, she was to make change at the desk.

				“That’s it,” Doug remarked with a short bark. “Think you can handle that?”

				“Yes, I think I can,” Jolene replied with a confident tone. “What time does this place open in the morning?”

				He narrowed his eyes, squinting as if he were dealing with an imbecile. “It doesn’t open. Or close. It’s a twenty-four-hour laundromat. Or can’t you read?” He pointed at the window where the lettering clearly stated the fact.

				“Oh, yes,” she said, nodding. “I hadn’t seen that. Thank you for pointing it out to me.”

				He rolled his eyes and walked off, leaving her standing in the middle of a room full of strangers staring at her as if she were stupid.

				She looked to Vick, who merely shrugged and went back to the part he was repairing. “OK, then,” she commented to no one in particular. Retrieving a dust mop from the closet, she set about cleaning the floor before dryer sheets took over the place.

				By ten that morning, she had cleaned the floors and wiped down all the machines. Doug had departed at nine, much to her relief, and Vick was on a parts run to Indiana. She had sold ten boxes of detergent and two of dryer sheets. Her day, she assessed, was going swimmingly.

				Only three customers remained by lunchtime, and all of them including Jolene were watching a talk show and eating their sack lunches. The topic that day was “Why does my husband cheat?” The two women customers were shouting at the television for the host to kill the males on the stage. The one male customer discreetly moved further away from them.

				The door jingled as a new person came in, but Jolene had her eyes glued to the drama on the screen. It was beginning to look as if one of the cheaters might very well get smacked before the show ended.

				“Excuse me,” a strangely familiar voice said. “Could I get some service here?”

				She looked up into a pair of familiar blue eyes and smiled. Henry.

				“Yes, sir. What can I do for you?”

				He granted her a brilliant, toothy grin. “I was wondering if I could eat part of your lunch?”

				“Hmmm,” she mused, peering into the bag. “I do have an extra cheese sandwich and a box of raisins. Would that do?”

				“Oh, my favorite,” he claimed the contents of the bag. He looked at the others. “Not too busy today.”

				“Not now, but it was earlier.” She walked to the soda machine and retrieved a drink for him. “What brings you here?”

				He pointed to his backpack while he chewed. “Laundry.”

				“Oh, yeah. Of course.” Her heart dipped a little. She had hoped he would say his trip downtown was to see her.

				“I just thought since you were here that I could get some of your outstanding lessons on how to do laundry the cheap way.” He popped the can open and swallowed a slug. “If you don’t mind.”

				“Of course not. Finish up your lunch and we’ll get started.”

				She watched him devour the sandwich and raisins. The man seemed to be perpetually hungry. More than her interest in his appetite, she wondered how to squeeze information out of him about where he had gone the night before.

				She cleared her throat. “I guess it was a relief to sleep in your own bed last night,” she mentioned, trying to keep her tone nonchalant. 

				“Yeah, it was nice. And I slept late because I didn’t get in . . .” He trailed off, emptying the remainder of the raisins into his mouth.

				Didn’t get in what? She quietly huffed, wishing she could smack him around like the woman on the television was doing to her husband. Where had he been? And with whom had he been?

				She sipped her soda and noticed one of the women had gone to her dryer and was now beating the daylights out of it. Maybe she shouldn’t allow talk shows on the TV. Jolene hurried over to her and helped her with the dryer. Her clothes were still damp, but she had run them three times. 

				Removing the lower panel, she could see that lint was covering the filter despite being cleaned before the woman came in. Jolene cleaned away the lint and used her handy-dandy key to give her a free tumble.

				She returned to the desk, scooping up her soda and guzzling it down. Henry smiled at her. 

				“I’m impressed. Seems like you have this gig down pat,” he commented. He pulled change from his pocket and got some peanut butter cheese crackers from the vending machine.

				“It’s not hard,” she replied, her cheeks burning.

				“No, but dealing with people can be.” He wolfed down the crackers and got another soda. “I am starving today.”

				She laughed. “Yeah, I noticed. No breakfast?”

				“Oh, no.” He glanced up at the television as if he didn’t want to discuss it.

				“Okaaayyy,” she drawled. “Maybe you should plan on having a big dinner.”

				“Mmmhmmm, that’s a good idea.”

				She watched him, suspicious of his intent to avoid discussing last night or this morning. Had he . . .?

				Noooo, surely not. But he was acting so weird.

				“Let’s get on that laundry, shall we?” She pointed at his bag.

				They found an empty machine at the far end of the section. Jolene gave Henry a full tutorial on sorting, water temperature, fabric type, and detergents. 

				“What about bleach?” he asked, a confused look straining his face.

				“No bleach!” Jolene shook her head. “You are not ready for bleach yet.”

				“Okay, no bleach. Geez, not like it’s cyanide,” he muttered.

				“It would be if you got it all over your fancy silk shirts you wear.”

				His eyes widened as he clutched a tee shirt to his chest. “What do you know about my silk shirts?”

				She giggled at seeing him so unnerved. “I met you at a funeral, remember?”

				He relaxed a bit but eyed her with suspicious study. “What did you do last night?”

				“Nothing,” she replied, flinging his smelly clothes into the washer. “Why do you ask?”

				“Oh, no reason. Just wondering.” Henry concentrated on opening the box of detergent. “Just seems a shame that you don’t get out very often.”

				She shrugged and wrinkled her nose at the smell of a red sweatshirt with serious sweat stains. Across the front was printed I LOVE A GOOD TIME! She made gagging sounds as she flung it in with the others and turned the water on. 

				Henry added the laundry soap and closed the lid. “Gagging wasn’t necessary, Jo.”

				“Sorry,” she mumbled, wiping her watering eyes. “I couldn’t help it, and don’t call me Jo.”

				“How do I know when to take these out?” he asked, staring at the control panel. 

				She stared him, blinking. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

				He drew himself up and jutted his chin out. “I am not kidding.”

				Jolene placed her hands on either side of his face, staring into his eyes. “When it stops, Henry. That’s when you know they are done and can be put in the dryer.”

				He nodded, and she let go, exasperated with his lack of everyday knowledge.

				She wandered back to the desk, checking to see if anyone needed any help. The few customers seemed to be managing fine without her, so she settled into the desk chair and stared at the television. A cooking show. Wonderful.

				Henry joined her. “What are we watching?”

				“Cooking with Carol.”

				“Who is Carol?”

				She pointed at the screen. “Her.”

				“What’s she cooking?”

				“Don’t know yet, but it’s always something with ingredients like arugula, or quinoa, or tilapia.” Jolene turned up the volume a bit. The two of them watched silently—Jolene wondering how people could afford racks of lamb, and she bet Henry was silently wishing for a decent meal soon.

				After a long stretch of watching Carol pulverize garlic with a knife blade, Jolene finally turned to Henry and said, “Did you have a date last night?”

				“Ummmm, maybe. Why?”

				“Just curious. You said you had plans that were made before our time together began. So I just wondered if you realized having a date would be an infraction of the will?”

				He stared at Carol, who was now demonstrating the correct way to mince celery.

				“Well?” she pressed, waiting for his answer. 

				“I don’t have to tell you that,” he said. “My private life is none of your business.”

				“Okay, fine.” She stood up to sell a box of dry bleach to the male customer. She could feel Henry’s eyes boring into her back. She turned to face him and said, “I think we need to make some rules about this.”

				He laughed. “Oh, yes. More rules. You stuck to them so well last time.”

				Jolene felt her face burn. Her fingers flitted around before her hands ended up crisscrossed on her arms in a death grip. One day he would push her too far. 

				“I only asked,” she said through gritted teeth. 

				Henry shrugged. “And I just answered. None of your business, Miss Nosy Parker.”

				She grabbed a bottle of bleach and some forms for the boss and headed to the back office. In a last-minute decision, she detoured through the rows of washers and paused just long enough to give his red sweatshirt a healthy dose of chlorine bleach.

				~ ~ ~

				Henry remained inside the laundromat until Jolene’s shift was finished. She felt a little guilty about his shirt and the other garments in the load where she had poured the bleach. 

				Chastising herself about being so petty, she watched him unfold the shirt and refold it again. His genuine remorse for the ugly garment stabbed at her heart. Why had she done it? Just to hurt him. To retaliate. And that was the worst kind of childish action. She resolved to tell him what she had done on the way home. And she would offer to buy him another shirt—one just as hideously ugly as the item he was clutching in his grip.

				Working with the intent of the dedicated employee that she wished to be, Jolene finished up the paperwork, made copies to slide under the boss’s door, counted the cash drawer three times and printed out a receipt tape, then gathered her things. She was done two whole minutes before the evening shift fellow arrived.

				“Hi, I’m Jolene,” she said, extending her hand, which was promptly ignored by her replacement. 

				“Yeah, Pat Elmore.”

				Flashing her eyes toward Henry, their brief connection assured her he was there for her—a silly argument couldn’t change that.

				“Well, Pat,” she said slowly and with succinct pronunciation, “There is exactly two-hundred cash in the drawer. I made one deposit drop of eight hundred and fifty. My shift paperwork is finished and under the office door. Is there anything you need before I go?”

				The petulant young man with hooded eyes and thick pinkish lips splitting his bloodless, pale face stared at her. “I can see right now that we are not going to like one another,” he commented, turning his back to her.

				“Probably not,” she said, gathering her belongings. “I generally do not make time for obnoxious little toads. Good night.” With her parting shot fired squarely over Pat Ellmore’s bow, she clutched her belongings to her chest and strolled sedately out the door.

				Henry followed her out into the gloaming gathering ever closer. “Jo, stop. Honey, stop and listen to me.”

				By the time he caught up with her, tears were streaming down her face. 

				“Don’t let a nobody troll upset you. Okay?” He opened his arms and Jolene threw herself into them, sobbing openly now. Henry’s arms wrapped around her and held her close as the sobs continued.

				“What’s got my Jo so upset?” he crooned, smoothing down her hair as he held her close. “I know that turd for brains didn’t upset you this much.”

				Shaking her head, she opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t make the words come out. How could she ever be able to confess that her heart was pining for him? That her jealousy was unreal, and that if he had been out with one of those rich Louisville debutantes, she might consider jumping into the Ohio River. How could she ever even try to voice those things? She couldn’t. 

				“Come on, Jo. Let’s go home.” He stepped to the edge of the sidewalk and raised his arm to hail a cab. She watched as one immediately pulled over, as if silently commanded by the universe to do so. 

				Henry tossed in the bag of laundry then helped her get into the taxi. Sliding in beside her, he gave the driver her apartment address. “We’ll be home in a few minutes, and I’ll order us some dinner,” he murmured in her ear. “How does that sound?”

				She nodded, mute in her emotion. His kind words and sweet tone struck the right chord inside her, and she began crying again. Her sobbing brought a worried look from the cab driver into the rearview mirror toward Henry.

				“We’ve just had a hard day,” he commented, meeting the driver’s gaze. “We’re fine.”

				By the time they arrived in front of Jolene’s apartment building, she had regained her composure. Henry paid the driver and took her hand to lead her upstairs. Although they remained silent, he held her hand until they were inside and the apartment door bolted.

				“Henry,” she began.

				“Stop.”

				“But—”

				“Stop. I want you to go in there and take a long, hot bath. Soak this day out of your bones. By the time you get out, hopefully dinner will be here. We’ll eat, and then talk later.” 

				She meekly turned and headed for the bathroom without argument. 

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 6

				Jolene finished her Manhattan roast beef sandwich with gusto. Gravy so rich it was like a course all its own and mashed potatoes so fluffy they seemed to float on the fork, left her feeling sated and somehow comforted. 

				She slurped down a good bit of tea before settling back against the sofa and sighing with satisfaction. “That,” she said at last, “was wonderful. Thank you.”

				Henry wolfed down the rest of his own plate and joined her in the afterglow of a really good meal. “I agree, and you are most welcome.”

				Linus crawled into Jolene’s lap and purred. “Hello, furry boy.” He washed his ears with a swift paw.

				“I saved you some beef,” Henry told the cat. “We can’t have you missing out now, can we?”

				Jolene leaned forward a bit. “Careful. He’s been getting a lot of treats lately. I don’t want him to get sick.”

				“He won’t get sick. Will you, buddy?” Henry stretched out his hand to rub Linus’s ears. 

				“Well, I worry,” Jolene confessed, as if this were news Henry found new or shocking.

				“You’re kidding.” His big grin defied his attempt to be sarcastic. “But while we’re near the subject, let’s talk about what happened earlier today.”

				She frowned and bit her lip. “Do we have to?”

				His hand slipped from its perch on Linus’s head to her hand. Holding it gently, Henry said, “I think we should, yes. I was very worried about you.”

				“I know,” she said with a sigh. “I understand that.”

				She pursed her lips as she gathered her courage. “I apologize if I upset you. It’s been a long day.”

				“I imagine so. And a new job to boot,” he added. “By the way, it looked as if you already have this new routine down to the letter.”

				She smiled at him. “Thanks, but I can’t take much credit. The laundromat will be much better for me than the oddball museum, but still, there’s not much to really know or do.”

				“Oddball museum.” He chuckled. “You crack me up.”

				Linus jumped from her lap, leaving them to their devices. 

				“I’m just saying,” she replied, suddenly unable to stop snickering.

				“Even the cat thinks you’re an oddball, Jo.” Henry laughed, slapping playfully at her leg tucked up under her on the sofa.

				“Yeah, well, what does he know? He eats mice.” 

				Suddenly the air caught an electric spark of emotion and the static of the buzz between them seemed to snap. Henry leaned toward her and took Jolene in his arms, kissing her. She didn’t fight him or even pull away—instead she let that haywire electric connection do her talking for her. 

				She wasn’t even aware of the two of them making their way toward her bedroom, but there they were, naked and between the sheets in her small bed. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. She wanted him and now the time had come for them to explore all the facets of the other’s domain. 

				When Henry paused and reached down for his pants on the floor beside the bed, Jolene watched with curious eyes. “Protection,” he muttered, attending to the business at hand. 

				“Oh, right,” she agreed with immediate understanding. “Of course.”

				“Now where were we?” 

				“Here,” she whispered, kissing his neck. “And here, too.” She nuzzled his ear.

				“Mmmm, and don’t forget here,” he murmured, burying his face between her breasts.

				“Yesss,” she agreed. “Never forget there.”

				~ ~ ~

				Morning broke along the Louisville skyline, pumping sunshine into the city with powerful rays of energy. Spring had arrived amidst the emotion, the drama, and the passion of Jolene’s turbulent life, and for the first time in ages, she felt young. 

				Slipping out of bed with quiet ease, she hurried across the hall to the shower and plunged under the hot, steaming torrent. Today was a new day, and she would turn it over. Make it her own and never forget again who she was and who she could be. Things turned on a dime, or so it seemed, and so would she. But more likely she would be turning on quarters—the ones at the laundromat. A giggle escaped from her lips, and it felt good to be so happy.

				Warm water rained down on her body as she relived the previous night’s tender moments. Had they made a mistake in choosing to give into their desires? Probably. Did she regret it? No way. Would it happen again? She hugged herself among the bubbles and jasmine scented shampoo. That remained to be seen. She felt as though she were smiling all over as she showered away the soapy remains of her memories.

				Stepping out of the shower, she reached for a towel and listened to the silent morning as the water ebbed away. This, she realized with quiet awe, is what joy sounds like. What it feels like. What is truly is. To just be happy with no “buts” following that mental statement. The sound of movement on the other side of the door dragged her out of her reverie and back to the moment. Jolene pulled a towel around her and tucked it close.

				Opening the bathroom door, she came face to face with Henry and a sudden shyness took over. She felt her face burn with a knowing embarrassment as he gazed down into her eyes.

				“Morning,” he breathed in a husky voice. “How are you?”

				“I’m good,” she answered, her heart hammering. “And how are you?”

				“So much better than I deserve to be,” Henry whispered, leaning down to kiss her.

				“Mmm.” Her reaction to his lips spoke for itself. As her arms slipped around his neck, her towel dropped to the floor. “Oops,” she muttered between kisses.

				“Oops, indeed.” Henry pulled her close for some early morning affection.

				~ ~ ~

				The weeks slipped by in a haze of work, play, working a bit more, and falling into a routine. 

				Jolene whistled as she swept up the laundromat floors and emptied the trash. How many times in her life had she heard someone say they felt like a million dollars? This was the day she found out for herself exactly what was meant by that. A hundred thousand or ten million, it made no difference. Today she was happy, and that felt better than all the money in the world.

				Pat Elmore sat at the counter, glaring at her as she worked. Mr. Patterson had called him in early to make sure some of the easier maintenance chores were caught up, and the sour fellow was not at all pleased with his assignment.

				“I fail to see why you couldn’t do the maintenance chores. Or better yet, why Vick couldn’t. Maintenance is his job, after all,” Pat grumbled, brushing yet another lint filter clean.

				“I dunno,” she replied with a shrug. “Whoever knows what’s going on in another’s mind.”

				“Spare me the sap,” he snapped. 

				“What crawled up your butt and died?” she asked, emptying the dust butler into the garbage can. 

				“Now, look,” he barked. “Bringing you in wasn’t my idea, but—”

				“Doesn’t matter because I’m here now. I’m the new manager, and you’re just going to have to get used to it.”

				“Manager? You’re not the manager!” Pat’s face flamed to an unhealthy shade of red.

				“Ummm, yes, I am. Ask Vick.”

				The wall phone began to jangle, and Jolene stepped over to answer it. 

				“Jolene?” Henry’s voice sounded sharp and loud.

				“What is it?” Fear struck her heart as she clutched the ancient phone receiver in her hand.

				“I’ll be pulling up outside in a few minutes. Be ready to go.” He disconnected before she could reply.

				Checking her watch, she could see she still had forty-five minutes on her shift. Pat would just have to cover it, she decided. As this was only her second day, it was conceivable that she could be fired for leaving almost an hour early. And she really had no idea what was going on. Judging by the sound of Henry’s voice, however, and the fact that he well knew how much she needed this job she could only surmise that whatever was going on was serious.

				Gathering her purse and sweater, she ran through the outer area, calling, “Take care of things. I have to go,” before she fled out the door. To her luck, Henry was just pulling up to the curb.

				Jumping inside, she searched his face with panicked eyes. “What’s going on?” A faint, plaintive meow sounded from the backseat, and Jolene stared in horror at her cat wrapped in a towel. 

				“Oh my God! What happened?” she screeched. “What happened to my baby?”

				Henry shook his head. “I’m not sure. I went out this afternoon for a while, and when I came back I found him rolled up under the couch crying. He was fine when I left.”

				Jolene tried to comfort the cat, but each time she tried to touch him he shrieked in pain. “Where are we going?”

				“I called a friend of mine. We went to college together, and he’s a vet now. Just hang on.” Henry maneuvered the streets like a racing car pro, so Jolene held tight with a protective hand hovering over her cat. 

				Tears coursed down her cheeks. She should have known. There was no such thing as being happy in her world. Something was bound to go wrong. And now she could lose the one soul in this world she loved most of all.

				Henry banked a hard right and they landed in the parking lot of a vet clinic called All Creatures according to the sign out front. Without saying a word to her, he ran inside and returned with a tall, bearded fellow with concern written all over his face. Without ceremony, he pulled Jolene from the car and cast her aside so he could get to Linus. After a cursory exam, he pulled a capped syringe from his pocket. With swift fingers, he removed the cap and injected the mysterious fluid into the cat’s front leg.

				Linus immediately fell quiet, his yowls and meows silenced. Jolene felt her heart leap in her chest, and she looked to Henry with wide, frightened eyes. He shook his head, no, and hugged her.

				“It’s okay, babe, he’s just asleep. Finn knows what he’s doing. He’s a great vet,” Henry assured her. They watched as the vet gathered up the now groggy cat in his arms. Following him inside, they took seats in the area where Finn pointed and stared at the door where he had disappeared with Linus.

				“How do you know he’s a great vet?” Jolene asked at last.

				“What?” Henry stared at her with confusion. 

				“I said, ‘How do you know he’s a great vet?’ You haven’t seen him since college. Right?”	

				“Oh, well. He was a top-notch student. Always studying,” Henry explained. “Stands to reason an excellent student would make a great vet.”

				“Yes, I guess so.” She stood and walked around the waiting area, looking at photos of Finn and various animals he had treated. A photo of him and an elephant at the Louisville Zoo caught her attention. The elephant had wrapped her trunk around him as he waved to the camera.

				“Henry,” she said at last. “All these photos are of your friend with zoo animals and maybe even like pet safari animals. What’s that about?”

				“He helps out at the zoo a lot. And also at rescues and large animal sanctuaries.”

				She squinted her eyes and read a piece of a framed article. “Dr. Finn Mason. Wait, I’ve heard that name before.”

				Henry bit his lip as the dawn of realization fell upon her. 

				“THE Finn Mason? Are you telling me that the same Dr. Mason who has been on television for his work rescuing elephants and zebras and giraffes from abusive zoos and traveling shows is tending my Linus? Really?” She shook her head in disbelief.

				“Well, yeah,” he agreed. “I don’t know any regular dog and cat vets. Just Finn.”

				“Just Finn,” she echoed his words like unbelieving Greek chorus. “Just Finn, he says,” she whispered to the wall of photos. 

				After a seeming eternity of wait, Finn opened the door and joined them in the waiting area. “OK, I’ve done a few tests and some x-rays. Seems like our little fella has a chicken bone lodged in his intestine. He should be fine after I take it out, but I’m a bit concerned that the sharp end of the bone may have perforated the intestinal wall. If so, the surgery will be a bit more complicated. However, I think there is a good chance he will be okay.”

				Henry dropped his head, breathing a sigh of relief.

				“A chicken bone?” Jolene asked. “You’re sure?”

				“Yes, very sure,” Finn answered. “Let me get the permission forms and I’ll get to work on your cat. What’s his name?”

				“Linus,” she replied, turning her gaze toward Henry. “Linus Benningfield.”

				By the time Finn left the two of them alone, Jolene’s gaze had turned into a glare burning a determined hole through Henry. “A chicken bone, Henry. All this suffering and fear and now surgery for Linus was caused by a chicken bone.”

				“Yes, I heard,” he replied, keeping his eyes on the carpeted waiting room floor.

				“I wonder how that happened,” she mused. “Do you think Linus called for delivery? Because there certainly hasn’t been any chicken or chicken bones in my apartment for a while now.”

				Henry shrugged. “I don’t think—”

				“No, you certainly don’t,” she cut him off. “And I certainly didn’t give him any chicken bones.”

				“Of course, not—”

				“That just leaves you, Henry.”

				“Well, I . . .”

				Finn returned with the forms, and Jolene signed them with a flourish. 

				“Now go home,” he told her. “I’ll call as soon as I am finished with the surgery.”

				“Can’t I stay here?” she asked, her voice shaking. “I’ll be very quiet.”

				He smiled. “No, you can’t. Henry will take you home. I’ll call soon. I promise.”

				Jolene nodded and followed Henry to the door. “Thank you, Finn,” she stuttered in a flat voice devoid of emotion. She felt her very soul grow colder as the door closed behind her.

				“Come on.” Henry pulled at her arm. “Let’s get back to the apartment. Do we need anything while we’re out?”

				She stopped, glaring at him. “Do we need anything? Are you serious?”

				“I was just trying to—”

				“You were trying to what? Maybe you should pick up some poison so you could finish killing me off with style. Shove me out a window, that would be a grand finale. No, Henry, I don’t think we need anything at all.” Stalking past him, she headed to the sidewalk for a very long walk home.

				“Jo, what the hell are you doing? Get in the car.” He pulled the door open and pointed inside.

				“No thanks. I saw what you did to my cat. I don’t want to sit next to you. I don’t want to see you or talk to you.” She picked up her pace, annoyed that he was now beside her.

				“Look, I know you’re upset, angry even.” His lean hands and long fingers illustrated his points as he offered his pleas. “But I would never hurt Linus on purpose, and you know that. I love him.”

				Jolene stopped to look at him. “No, Henry. I love him. You fed him chicken bones, and now he could die. When all this is over and you go back to your life of society girls and parties and that crap, I’ll still be in my same rundown apartment, and the best I can hope for is that my cat is still alive and there with me. Can you understand that?”

				“No, I mean yes,” he scrambled, sputtering over the words he needed. “I cannot understand what that would be like is what I’m trying to say. But you must believe that I didn’t do this intentionally.”

				“Yeah, okay,” she agreed. “Whatever. Don’t worry. No one in your world would ever blame you for killing something as insignificant as a cat on the poor side of town. You get off without prejudice.”

				“Now you’re just being mean,” he snapped.

				“Oh, no!” she spat. “We can’t have that. We sure don’t want anyone being mean to Henry Charbonneau.”

				Jolene stepped out into the crosswalk and beyond the reach of his voice. She didn’t want to hear any more out of him anyway.

				~ ~ ~

				With aching legs, a tired body, and sweat covering every inch of her, Jolene opened her apartment door and fell inside. Dear lord, she thought. She was out of practice with walking. She had to put that on her “to do” list.

				Savory smells wafted through the tiny apartment and straight into her empty tummy. Henry, she realized. Why didn’t he go home to his own place—the one with the fancy furniture and food delivery? She didn’t want to look at him any more in her apartment than she had wanted to on the street.

				“Wash up,” he yelled from the kitchenette. “Supper will be ready shortly.”

				“I don’t want any,” she yelled back, but went to the bathroom anyway. As she settled onto the toilet seat, she glimpsed a patch of red on her underwear. Well, that was a relief, she thought. One good thing about having an oversensitive nature was that getting upset often brought on her period. In fact, she had never started school, ended school, received a schedule change, or overdrawn her checking account without Aunt Flo coming to visit, whether it was the correct time or not.

				She cleaned up and found a mostly empty box of tampons in the closet. The three left there from last month might get her through the night, but that would depend on what Finn said when he called. She could very well just bleed to death if Linus didn’t recover. Washing her face with a hot steamy washcloth, she willed herself not to think about that. Everything would be fine. Just fine. Perfect, in fact—

				A knock at the bathroom door startled her. 

				“Yes?”

				“Supper’s ready, Jo. Come and eat.”

				“I’m not hungry,” she mumbled, wishing he would just go home.

				She heard his cell phone’s tone, and then his footsteps leading away as he spoke in hushed tones. Was it Finn? Her heart thumped in her chest with wild, hard beats. Was Linus dead? Or did he survive the surgery? 

				Closing the bathroom door behind her, she went to the kitchenette and poured herself a glass of tea, straining to eavesdrop on Henry’s call. She sniffed at the aromas coming from the oven and stovetop. She didn’t want to eat because it felt like a betrayal to Linus to enjoy something, even food. 

				“OK, Finn. I’ll tell her,” Henry commented into the cell phone as he circled back into hearing range. “I’ll see you in a little while and thank you again.”

				Jolene watched him slide the phone into his back pocket. “Well? Is he dead?”

				Henry studied his fingers with intent focus. “Jo . . .”

				“I knew it,” she interrupted. “He died. Linus died, and you killed him!” A keening wail broke from deep inside her as she slid into a chair. “My baby is gone.”

				Henry dried his hands on a ratty looking dish towel. “Jolene, stop that. He is not dead.”

				Oblivious to anything other than deep grief coursing to her, all Jolene could manage was to blubber without thought. Tears dripped down her face, and as Henry tried to help her the speed and size of the droplets only increased.

				“No, don’t touch me,” she sobbed. “Don’t.”

				“Jo, listen to me.” Henry spoke with a low and even tone. “Linus is not dead. He’s in recovery at the vet surgery. He did not die, but there is a complication. He’s not waking up from the anesthesia, but Finn is hopeful that he will if given a bit more time.”

				She hiccupped through her tears. “He’s not dead?”

				“No, but Finn said we should come there and see if your voice might bring Linus around,” he explained, pulling his keys from his pocket. “Let’s go now.”

				Without waiting for further explanation, Jolene followed him down to the street and into his car. Wiping her tears away with the back of her hand, she stared out the window toward the gathering darkness. 

				Henry remained quiet, driving through the Louisville streets with practiced focus on the signs and traffic lights. In seemingly no time, they were pulling into the small lot next to Finn’s practice. Jolene leapt from the car and raced inside, leaving Henry behind as an afterthought for which she no longer had time. 

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 7

				Jolene sat on a stool next to an exam table where Linus lay wrapped in a blanket. Other than an occasional twitch of an ear or paw, the cat remained unmoving and unaware. Speaking in a calm, careful voice, she explained to him that although he’d had a close call, everything was better now, and it was time to wake up. 

				“I’d like to take you home as soon as possible, sweet boy, but you have to wake up and get better for me to do that,” she added, stroking his soft fur with a light touch. “You can have whatever you want to eat, and you can have the good pillow to sleep on, too.”

				The cat made a muffled “meow” sound that could barely be heard, but it was enough to tell her that he was there. “Finn! Come here, hurry. He’s waking up, I’m sure of it,” Jolene cried out.

				Henry and Finn hurried into the small room and observed the groggy cat. “Hearing your voice did the trick. I thought so,” the vet commented, listening to Linus’s torso with his stethoscope.

				“That’s my baby boy,” Jolene cooed as she watched her cat regain consciousness. “Hello there, handsome.”

				Linus made a weak attempt to reach out to her, but she closed the gap between them and caressed his head again. “Now, all you have to do is get better. We will go home and get back to our lives and forget all this nonsense,” she promised. 

				Henry cleared his throat, and she shot him a warning look. “Stay away from my cat,” Jolene seethed. “You did this, and I can never forgive you. You almost took the only love I have. With all you have, you almost killed off my whole world.”

				He made no reply but stepped out of the exam room, leaving her alone with Linus and Finn.

				“That was kind of harsh,” Finn remarked. “I have a vague understanding of the situation between the two of you, even though it’s not something I claim to understand. Henry is a good guy, Jolene. He would never intentionally hurt anyone or their cat. Just something you should keep in mind.”

				She nodded feeling a wave of regret wash over her. She had been harsh, and she had hurt Henry.

				“Thank you, Finn, for saving Linus. When can he go home?”

				“Tomorrow maybe, depending how he progresses. I’ll call you.”

				“Thank you,” she said, planting a kiss on her cat’s head. “I’ll see you in the morning at any rate.”

				She waited until Linus was fully asleep again and then slipped out of the office. Henry was not in the parking lot, so she began the long walk home in the dark.

				~ ~ ~

				The apartment was silent and dark when she finally arrived home. Henry was nowhere to be seen, and for that particular moment in time Jolene felt satisfied with that situation.

				Working quickly, she picked up around the small apartment while the kettle heated on the stove. For whatever reason, she desperately needed a cup of tea with evaporated milk. A throwback, she assumed, to her childhood days when her mother made the soothing concoction for her during times of illness or extreme duress. And right now, she was experiencing a bit of both those conditions.

				She pulled a tea bag from the Earl Gray box in the cabinet and added the boiling water to it in her mug. So, Linus would make it through, she thought. All this silliness with this challenge—they were lucky nothing worse had happened. She would call Edgar Hatch tomorrow while she was at work and discuss how much longer this farce would continue and some changes that would have to be made. 

				She no longer wanted Henry in her home or near her cat. As far as Jolene was concerned, the sooner he was out of their lives, the better. Sipping the warm tea, she fought against the rise of memories from the past month that flooded her mind. Snippets of Henry leaning on her during the bus rides. His dark hair falling over his forehead when he laughed about some crazy thing or other. The touch of his hands, so gentle . . .

				The door creaked open, revealing his lanky form within the frame.

				“Hi, Jo,” he said with a tentative voice. “I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to be doing or where to be.”

				Her stomach lurched at the sight of him, and the cramped atmosphere of her home made it obvious that Henry had been drinking. That was one thing she refused to put up with.

				“Close the door. I don’t want the whole building knowing my business,” she snapped.

				He closed it as she directed but didn’t move any nearer to her. “Jo, I just want to say how sorry I am.”

				Setting her mug down with a thud, she held up her hand to stop him. “No,” she announced with certainty. “Don’t even try. Linus will be coming home tomorrow, and frankly I don’t want you here anymore. You can’t be trusted.”

				His eyes widened. “You can’t mean that! After what we’ve shared, you must know how I feel.” 

				“What matters here is how I feel, Henry. I’ll call Mr. Hatch tomorrow while I’m at work and figure out some way to bring this awful situation to a close. I can’t take anymore.” Her voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “I cannot risk losing Linus another time.”

				“But I—” Henry started, but Jolene rose from her seat at the table and went to the bathroom, closing the door with a slight thud. She brushed her teeth and took her time, hoping he would be gone when she emerged. He had been drinking, though, so he should probably stay, she reasoned—but only on the sofa and not in the bed with her.

				She cracked the door open a notch and listened. Gentle snores sported through the apartment. Well, she mused, at least she wouldn’t have to talk to him again tonight. Heading to bed, she paused to retrieve one of Linus’s toys from the floor. She hugged it to her and felt a tear trickle down her face. 

				Sleep proved to be hard-won, as Jolene tossed from side to side, unable to find a comfortable position. Visions of her precious cat filled her head, and all she wanted was to hold him close to her again. 

				Scattered dreams split her light sleep when she did finally drop off, making it impossible to rest. By the time she awoke for her day, Jolene felt as though she had been pummeled to within a fraction of her being. 

				Dark circles colored her eyes, and her face seemed pale and gaunt in the mirror. “It’s going to be okay,’ she whispered to her exhausted reflection. “Just put one foot in front of the other and keep going. You’ve got this.”

				A quick shower, clean clothes, and a cup of coffee later, and she almost believed it. Jolene packed her lunch for the day and grabbed her purse. She paused to look down at the man on her sofa. Anger nagged at her soul, but she told it to calm down—in a few hours she would have this situation in hand. She would either be rid of Henry or at the very least have him out of her hair and Linus’s fur.

				~ ~ ~

				The laundromat jumped with business all day. As soon as one customer dragged in five basketsful of dirty clothes, another would roll out just as many filled with neatly folded towels, sheets, and clothes. Jolene made change, sold detergents, and cleaned filters at a lightning pace.

				Mr. Edgar Hatch was not in when she called, so she left a message asking for him to return her call. It wouldn’t be easy, but it was time to get things simplified and set an end to this madness.

				By lunchtime, she was shaking with hunger and hoping for a few minutes to eat her measly peanut butter and jelly sandwich. She pinched a can of soda from the machine and sat on the stool behind the counter.

				She ate with gusto and thought she would need to go to the grocery soon. Supplies were running quite low at the moment. The door swung open, and to her surprise the attorney himself, Edgar Hatch, wandered in.

				“Hello, Miss Benningfield,” he greeted her. “My secretary said you needed to speak to me, and I was at a meeting near here.”

				“So nice to see you, Mr. Hatch.” She motioned for him to join her behind the counter. “I appreciate you coming by. Care for something to drink? Some coffee?”

				“Oh, I’d love some. It’s a bit chilly out today,” he agreed, settling onto a stool next to hers. “Spring is always so fickle. Warm one day, freezing the next.”

				Jolene laughed as she fetched his coffee. “I know that’s true. I’m lucky the bus stop is so close here.”

				“Yes, I hope you are enjoying your new position here.” He sipped the scalding coffee with care. “This is delicious for laundromat coffee. So, tell me, dear, how is our Henry doing?”

				Jolene bit her lip, choosing her words with care. “Well, Mr. Hatch, I think he’s done as much as he can to learn how to live within frugal means.”

				“Is that so? And has he behaved himself?”

				She nodded. “He has done well, but that’s not to say there haven’t been problems.”

				“Problems?”

				“Yes. Umm, I hope that you’re willing to set an end date for Henry and I to finish up.”

				The attorney nodded. His face blank as he considered her plea. “That seems a legitimate concern, but I’m afraid we must obey the time constraints as set forth in the original document. Could you tell me what Henry has done to upset you?”

				Jolene relayed the events of the past week, albeit without any mention of any romance between Henry and herself. She finished up by explaining she would pick Linus up from the vet’s office that afternoon after work.

				“My word, I am sorry to hear about your little furry friend. However”—he paused for effect—“that doesn’t qualify for ending this experiment early.”

				“I can’t trust him to be alone with Linus. He doesn’t understand, and I refuse to let him kill my baby.” She braced herself for the fight that was brewing. “There is no amount of money worth Linus’s life.”

				“I know that. Give me the afternoon and I’ll think of something, all right?”

				She agreed with reluctance. “OK, fine. You figure it out, as long as whatever you concoct means my cat is safe.”

				Mr. Hatch rose from the stool and offered his hand. “So nice to see you again, Miss Benningfield. I’ll be in touch shortly, my dear.”

				Jolene slipped her hand into his. “Thank you for coming to see me. I appreciate your willingness to help me. I’m sorry.”

				“Nonsense, young lady. I am at your disposal,” he remarked with gracious aplomb. “Until later.”

				She watched him leave through the laundromat doors, smiling at his retreating back. There were qualities about the man that reminded her of Billy Hank. An air of respect from an earlier time when men conducted themselves with honor and dignity. She sighed. The days of men like those had flown by like so many leaves in the wind.

				The remainder of the workday slipped by without incident. She finished all the paperwork early enough to get a jump on mopping the floor. Starting at the back, she had a good view of the other machines and the front door, in case anyone else came in. 

				Swishing the large, wieldy mop across the floor gave her attention somewhere to focus. She thought over what a relief it would be for Henry to go back to his own life and leave her to her own. If she had learned anything from this tutorial, it was that money certainly doesn’t make you happy—it just turns you into a maniac.

				As luck sometimes provides, just moments later Henry swept through the door like a hot Hollywood actor arriving on scene. He hailed her with a raised hand in the air, and she felt her eyes roll upward against her will. 

				“Be right there,” she called, returning the mop to its rolling bucket. 

				She watched him saunter to the soda machine and shove in some change. Taking her time, she returned the mop to its closet before returning to the front. Jolene had no idea of what to say to him.

				“Here,” he said, pushing a cold can of cola toward her. “You looked like you were working pretty hard back there.”

				She took it with a whispered thanks and popped the can open. Slugging down a few gulps, she was able to avoid his eyes. If she lost herself in those sparkling blue eyes, she would lose herself for real. Not something she could afford to do anymore. There was $100,000 on the table, but more importantly the life of her cat. She wasn’t taking any chances.

				“It’s been a busy day,” she commented in low tones. “I thought I’d get started on the cleaning.”

				“You should leave that for Elrod.” Henry reached over the desk and foraged around for snacks.

				She stared at him in dismay. “Who in the hell is Elrod?”

				Henry dissolved into a fit of laughter, sending cracker crumbs onto the desktop. “Jolene, that little toady guy who comes in the afternoon.”

				“His name isn’t Elrod. It’s Darrell or something.”

				“See?” he asked with ersatz disdain. “You don’t know what his name is either.”

				“Why are you here? Just for cheese crackers and root beer?”

				“Not totally, no. I thought I’d give you a ride so you could pick Linus up quicker and easier.” 

				Panic rose up in her chest, threatening to choke her with intensity. “Uhm, well, I—”

				He lifted a hand. “I’ve already heard from old Hatch. I guess he’s revising our agreement, but I know you no longer want me to be around Linus.”

				“I’m sorry. I just can’t risk losing him again.” She stepped around him to put the desk between them. “That scared me to death, Henry. Don’t you understand that?”

				“Yes, of course I do,” he muttered. “But I know better now. And you must believe me when I say I would never, ever hurt him intentionally. I feel awful about what’s happened.”

				Her fingers gripped the edge of the desk. “I do know that, Henry, and I know that you feel badly about it all. But I cannot lose him. He is all I have.”

				“I know, Jo. That’s why I’m willing to do whatever Edgar comes up with. So that I don’t lose him either. Or you.” He leaned over the desk toward her. “I will do anything.”

				“We can’t, I mean, it’s not right. Henry, no.” Her voice shook with emotion.

				“Okay, I know what you’re saying,” he agreed. “But you can’t deny that there is something deep and true between the two of us. Something real.”

				Jolene shook her head. “I don’t know what I feel. I’m confused. But most of all I’m just sure we need to get through this so I can get my life back in balance.”

				Henry looked her over, a smile creeping across his face. “I agree. Have you noticed that you are wearing mismatched clothes today?”

				She stepped back from the desk and peered down to find she was wearing a blue and white polka dot top and a pair of green plaid jeans. “For the love of . . . damn it!”

				Henry laughed with a deep, hearty humor that she couldn’t seem to conjure. Reaching into the back office, she found a work smock and buttoned it up over her offending blouse. 

				“I’m such a moron,” she noted, scowling at his laughter.

				“You are not a moron, Jo. You’re just under a lot of stress right now.”

				“Listen, I appreciate your offer to take me to pick up Linus. Managing him on the bus might be difficult, not to mention if I tried to carry him home from Finn’s office.” She managed a little smile.

				“Absolutely. Maybe by the time we get him home and settled in, Hatch will have settled on a solution for our little problem.”

				“Yes, that’s probably the way it will go.” She stepped away to greet a couple who had just entered the laundromat doors with several big loads. Jolene kept a side eye trained on Henry while pointing out several available washers situated together in the back of the building.

				He seemed different—as if a mountain of burdens were poised squarely on his back. Surely he wasn’t pouting about their situation changing somewhat. Wasn’t he ready to get back to his society parties and fancy friends? She hadn’t anticipated the massive stress this experience was producing for both of them. She ran a weary hand over her face and sighed. 

				“You okay, Jo?”

				She recovered her façade with lightning speed. “I’m fine, thank you, Henry. I’m fine.”

				Until this disaster was finally over and done, she realized, she would be anything but fine.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 8

				Jolene stared out the passenger side window of Henry’s car and concentrated on the many chores she had to do tonight and tomorrow at the apartment. She was off duty the following day at the laundromat, so everything that needed to be done awaited on her one day off.

				Lost in silent abandon, she mentally listed the supplies she needed from the grocery, then cleaning supplies, which she bought cheaper at the discount store. She needed to hit up a couple of specialty stores for some bargains. She’d have to ask Finn if Linus needed anything special for his recovery.

				“Are you okay over there?” Henry’s exasperated voice broke through her mental fortress. “I keep talking to you and thinking you’re listening, but you’re really not.”

				She twisted in the seat. “I’m sorry. I was thinking.”

				“You must have been devising a nuclear submarine attack in downtown Louisville by the look on your face.”

				“Oh. No, I was thinking about my grocery list.”

				Henry laughed loud and long. Too long. “Only you, Jo.”

				“Well, it’s just I have a lot to do on my day off, and I want to get the things I need but not be gone away from Linus too long either.” She nibbled a nail. “I hope he’s feeling well today. He’s been through a lot.”

				“Yeah, he has,” Henry agreed. “Again, I want to tell you how sorry I am—” 

				She held up her hand. “Just stop. I have no desire to go through all this again. Linus is alive and he will be his old self soon enough.”

				Henry tapped the radio dial button on his steering wheel. “Does that mean I’m forgiven, Jo?”

				He steered the sporty little car into the side office parking lot and parked. “Well?”

				Jolene stared down at her hands and remained quiet for several seconds. Finally, she turned to him and shook her head. “No. It doesn’t mean that at all.”

				~ ~ ~

				Jolene went over the discharge papers with Finn, making notes in the margins concerning medications, treatments, and times. He gave her a business card with his personal cell phone number just in case Linus should have any problems.

				“Follow up with his regular veterinarian and keep in touch. I like to know what happens with my special patients,” Finn said, patting her on the shoulder.

				“I will do that,” she promised, eager to get Linus home and settled. “You have my address. Please have whoever does your billing send me the damages. And listen, Finn, thank you again so very much.”

				He gave her an odd look, then smiled. “You’re very welcome, my dear.”

				She bundled Linus into his carrier padded with soft receiving blankets and a toy mouse. Before she could carry him out to the car Henry stepped in and took the heavy plastic contraption from her. She gave him a tight smile, but even the innocuous act of him carrying her cat made her nervous.

				With the goodbyes said and the carrier strapped into the backseat of the car, Henry steered the vehicle toward the street where her humble apartment lay.

				“Not too fast, Henry,” she warned from the backseat. “I don’t want to make him throw up.”

				“Okay.” He made no adjustment to the car’s speed.

				“Oh! These red lights come on so quickly,” she fussed. “Try not to brake so hard.”

				“Will do.” He managed to tromp the brake as he spoke.

				“Could we just stay in the slow lane? I think it’s better for Linus,” she commented.

				“Yes, dear.”

				Puffing a dramatic sigh at his smug smile in the rearview mirror, Jolene managed to remain quiet for the duration of the short ride back to her apartment. Once there, she insisted on carrying the large carrier and its occupant up the steps to her apartment lest Linus get motion sick on the service elevator. 

				Once inside the apartment, the large tuxedo cat meowed his happiness to be home again. 

				“Welcome home, baby cat!” Jolene sang out in response. “I certainly missed you.”

				“That’s true,” Henry added. “I can assure you that’s true, Linus.” 

				He stepped back into the hallway as his cell phone rang, leaving Jolene and her cat alone. 

				“Here, let Mommy settle you onto your pallet,” she said, easing the cat onto the folded mat of blankets atop a pillow near one end of the couch. “When you’re ready to get some sleep, I’ll take you in the bedroom. Now, wait here while I get you some food and water.”

				Jolene quickly filled the small metal dishes and set them on the end of the sofa. She frowned at the door, wondering what Henry was doing in the hallway and who could be calling. It was already evening, and . . . She stopped herself. Whoever it was, it was none of her business. She needed to remember that. 

				By the time he rejoined her in the small apartment, her curiosity was burning full force. She forced herself to appear aloof while leafing through a magazine and sipping a glass of iced tea as he settled into a chair.

				“I’m not cooking tonight, but you’re welcome to a sandwich. That’s what I had. Oh, and there’s fresh tea,” she offered. “Linus had his dinner. We’re probably going to bed shortly.”

				“That was Edgar Hatch,” Henry explained. “I guess we have an answer.”

				“Oh, really? Do tell,” she urged him.

				Henry stared down at his hands. “You’re not going to like this, Jo.”

				“Spill it.”

				“Well, he said that he’s setting the ending date for six weeks from today.” 

				Jolene felt her face flame hot. “No! That’s way longer than is necessary.”

				“I’m just telling you what I was told,” he said, avoiding her glare. “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

				“What else did he say?” She perched on the edge of the couch.

				“Well,” Henry hedged, “it seems he thinks I should stay here with you during that time. No going back to my apartment at all.”

				“What?” Her voice bordered on a screech. “No way!”

				“Sorry, but yes way. He’s the boss of this little soiree, so I have to do what he says.” Henry fell quiet for a moment, then looked up into her eyes. “And so do you.”

				“No. I won’t. I refuse.” She set her teeth in a stubborn, defiant show of anger.

				“Don’t be ridiculous, Jo. If we can pull this off, you’ll come out the other side with more money that you’ve ever had. This is your chance to pull yourself up out of poverty.” He shook his head. “You cannot and will not throw that away. I won’t let you.”

				“This is becoming not worth it to me, Henry. I almost lost him,” she said pointing a shaking finger at Linus. “No amount of money is worth that.”

				“Yes, well, he survived, didn’t he?” Henry jumped to his feet and crossed the floor, stopping in front of the refrigerator. “Linus is alive, and tragedy was averted, and now we move on. You may not want me here, but I’m staying put. My uncle’s money may be on the line, but there are also businesses and foundations and community concerns at stake, and I must care about all those things. So, I will do what I must do, no matter what. Understand?”

				She nodded, gathering Linus up into her arms. No words came to her, and she slipped into the bedroom before the hot tears building behind her eyes could slip down her cheeks. She had been selfish. Not once had she thought of the many people affected by the outcome of this weird social experiment. But Henry had and continued to. She felt small and ugly as she lay still in her narrow bed.

				~ ~ ~

				Jolene slipped into the bathroom and shut the door with a quiet hand. Fumbling in the dark, she skipped the light and settled down on the cold seat. She tried her best to stay somewhat in the realm of sleep so that when she got back to bed, she could just fall back into slumber and forget this aggravating day. And week. And month. And season.

				She flushed and washed her hands, shivering slightly in the renewed cold air. Drying off quickly, she reached for the door and opened it to find a tall, hairy burglar in the hallway.

				“Yelp!” she squealed, bringing a dire look of distain from the creature.

				“Oh, shut up,” Henry muttered, pushing her aside. “Move, I gotta pee.”

				He shuffled to the toilet and pulled the lid up. “I’m going to empty now, so if you insist on standing there gawking, you’re gonna see some things.”

				“Things? Like you have more than one?” she snapped. 

				“Nah, just works like more than one.” Henry groaned in relief as she heard water hitting water.

				“Well,” she commented, stepping across the hallway, “I’ll just go back to bed.”

				Once she was settled back into bed with Linus snoring nearby, she let her mind wander back over the incident. The bathroom had been dark, certainly, but that stray ray of moonbeam drifting through the window had spotlighted his “things” quite well. She sighed, rolling onto her side. It was best for her just not to think about that, but a smile curved her lips as she slipped back into the arms of Morpheus.

				One question lingered in her mind as she drifted back to sleep. Why did these encounters always take place in the bathroom?

				~ ~ ~

				The aroma of fresh brewing coffee tickled her nose, waking her from her light doze. When had Henry brought in a coffee maker? She sniffed again, enjoying the aroma, and watched Linus as he lay in his makeshift bed, licking his paws and taking care of his morning ablutions. 

				“Good morning, handsome,” Jolene cooed. “It’s wonderful to have you home again.”

				Meow, he replied in a distracted sort of way. That was the thing about cats. One never knew if they were being impertinent or just bored.

				“Okay then, how about some breakfast?” she asked. Pulling on a robe, she reached for him, but the independent spirit of the cat rallied, and he removed himself from the bed with an air of attitude and a curl in his tail. 

				“My, my, sir! You are back up on your feet, aren’t you?” Jolene opened the bedroom door for him with a bow.

				The cat sashayed out into the tiny hallway, then marched into the living room to join Henry on the sofa. 

				“Hey, you!” Henry greeted his feline pal. “Good to see you getting back into the swing of things.” 

				Immense purring filled the close space as Jolene ignored them, retrieving coffee instead of taking a chance of her jealousy showing on her face. For Pete’s sake, she thought, didn’t Linus realize that Henry had almost killed him?

				She immediately shushed an inner voice that added, “And found an expert vet, and saved his life, and made sure you were okay through the whole ordeal . . .” There were times she really couldn’t abide her inner voice. 

				Henry shot her a half-interested look of curiosity. “Are you working today?”

				“No, remember? I’m only off today. Lots of errands, chores, and things to do.” She sipped at her coffee. “I’m just not too easy with leaving Linus alone for very long.”

				“Oh, don’t worry about that,” he assured her. “We guys will be fine here together.”

				She arched an eyebrow at him. “I don’t know,” she hedged. “It’s still very early in his healing.”

				He stopped stroking the cat’s fur and frowned. “Are you saying you no longer trust me? You think I wouldn’t take care of him?”

				Jolene stared into her mug. “I did not say that.”

				“You implied it!”

				“I did not. I implied nothing of the kind.” She drained the remainder of the now cold liquid. “I just said he is very early in his healing process. And that is all.”

				“Yeah, well, maybe you didn’t say it out loud, but it was still there,” he muttered. “Just go run your stinking errands. Linus will be fine, I promise. He is my priority today.”

				“Well, I—”

				“Just go!” he bellowed, pointing toward her room.

				“Fine,” she snapped. “But you know what will happen to you if he isn’t in perfect condition when I return.” She pulled her finger across her throat with a menacing qu-eeeee-ch sound. 

				~ ~ ~

				Her backpack weighed heavy with the purchases from the discount store as Jolene tromped through the corner market gathering food supplies. Tuna, apples, bread, milk, a few potatoes, a pound of ground beef, and an onion. She still had enough sugar, tea bags, ketchup, and seasonings at home to do for the present. Giving in to her inner child, she snagged a quart of ice cream on sale for an unwarranted treat. 

				Checked out and ready to get out of the store, she headed out of the store for the walk home. The day was warming up and blue skies heralded the final approach into spring. Looking back, she decided that the past winter and transformation into spring was the longest and most vile she had ever experienced. 

				Jolene shook her head as she considered it. So much happening so fast—as if the social experiment to end them all hadn’t . . . She stopped, staring at a sporty SUV parked in front of her apartment building. Henry was talking to whoever the pretty girl was in the driver’s seat. Her red hair flamed in the sun and her dazzling smile disarmed anyone who dared to look at it.

				They chatted for a few minutes, as Jolene watched from her place on the sidewalk. Neither of them noticed her, too involved in their conversation that erupted in giggles every so often. Shifting her bags to the other hip, she tried to make herself step forward, but she was rooted in place by the most severe wave of jealousy she had ever experienced. And then it happened. A perfectly manicured hand emerged from the driver’s window and caught the back of Henry’s neck, smoothly drawing him closer. As the redhead’s lips clamped onto his face, Jolene cleared her throat loudly.

				“So sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” she announced to two startled faces with wide eyes that stared straight at her.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 9

				“Jolene! Hi! What are you doing? I mean, here on the street?” Henry stuttered. “Like right now, I mean.”

				“Oh, not much,” she mused, her gaze avoiding the redhead “Just carrying home all this stuff to feed you with later. “

				“Right,” he agreed with immediate acceptance. “Right you are. Food and stuff. Oh, I’ll bet that’s heavy.” With quick steps, he trotted to her and reached for the bags, which she shoved at him with a gleeful smile. “Thank you, Henry. How thoughtful of you.”

				He nodded, his face looking somewhat akin to a guilty Saint Bernard dog. “My pleasure. Sure thing. My pleasure.”

				Jolene took a few more light steps toward the SUV. “And who do we have here?” 

				Henry tried to motion around the bags of groceries in his arms. “Oh, sure. What’s wrong with me?” He laughed with an uncertain hysterical edge to his voice. “Jolene, this is Emily. Yes, this is my friend, Emily, whom I have known for just ages now. Ages. Emily. Oh, and Emily, this is my new friend, Jolene.”

				“A pleasure, I’m sure,” Emily remarked with absent interest. “So, darling, are you in for tonight? I’ll pick you up around seven.”

				Jolene’s right eyebrow arched in marked interest. “Tonight? Oh, do you two kids have a date?”

				Henry stared into her smiling face, his lip trembling. “Um, no. No, Emily just now invited me to come along to a little get-together at our friend’s house. Not a date.”

				Emily huffed. “It’s not?”

				Henry turned to her, shaking his head. “No, no, it’s not. It’s just friends. You and I are just friends, I mean. All of us, we’re all friends.” Beads of sweat popped out on his forehead.

				“Well, please don’t let me keep you all,” Jolene interjected, reaching for the grocery bags. “So nice to meet you, Evelyn.”

				“You too, Jackie.” The women traded bitter smiles.

				Without waiting for any more rambling, stupid remarks from Henry, she stepped onto the walk and up the path to the door of her apartment building. She didn’t look back. Two raised voices were broadcasting their indignations across the distance.

				Jolene was unlocking her apartment door when she heard the building front door slam. Stepping inside, she flipped the door lock with a flick of her wrist and proceeded to the kitchen to set down her bags. Humming under her breath, she unbagged the food and supplies, then carefully separated them into their areas before putting them away. The apartment door rattled. Then came the taps. Then the knocks. Then the banging. 

				Taking care to step just so, she went to the door and opened it a crack. “Yes? May I help you?”

				Henry frowned. “Let me in. I forgot my keys.”

				“Do I know you?” she asked, her brows arched in curiosity.

				“Not funny,” he barked. “Now open the door.”

				“Didn’t I just see you with some mysterious redhead down on the street? Perhaps she could help you,” Jolene offered, pushing the door slightly.

				“Jolene Benningfield! Open this door!” His voice carried through the narrow hallway. “I have to pee!”

				Erupting into a riot of giggles, she opened the door and let him in. “Oh, please, hurry!” she urged him. “I don’t want you to pee in my floor!”

				Henry rushed past her, grumbling foul and dire promises. “You are so mean!”

				“Haven’t you said that before?” She hummed as she flitted around the apartment, dusting this object and that. “Seems to have a familiar ring to it, almost as if it’s echoing.”

				“Mean, mean, mean,” he shouted from behind the bathroom door. “Like a mean little striped snake, you are!”

				By the time he had flushed, washed his hands, dried them and returned to the living room, she was lost to fits of giggles. Henry glared at her.

				“What is wrong with you? Oh, let me guess.” He put his hands over his heart. “Emily’s appearance drove you mad, and all you could manage to do was torture me as a result?”

				Jolene fell over on the sofa, laughing with hysterics. “That’s it!” she gasped. “Exactly it!”

				He frowned down at her. “That was not funny, Jo. I had to go—really bad.”

				“And that is my fault because . . .” 

				“Oh, do not even.” He slumped into the chair and pouted.

				Watching him with a side eye, she considered her next words carefully. “Am I to assume that Emily is who you’ve been going out with lately?”

				Henry looked at his nails. “Oh, once or twice, I suppose. We’ve known each other since we were kids. Family connections and then school. You know how it is.” 

				“Not really,” she replied with dry sarcasm, stretching out on the worn sofa cushions.

				“Oh, right,” he agreed, leaning in toward her. “Little Miss Responsibility never goes out, either on dates or just for fun.”

				“I am responsible,” she protested. “Someone has to be, and around here it’s just me.”

				“Hmm,” he murmured, climbing slowly over to her on the couch. “Sounds to me like you could use a little R&R.”

				Her eyes narrowed watching him come closer. “What are you doing?”

				“Think about it, Jo. Hasn’t life just been way too hard lately?” He settled his body on top of hers. “Everyone benefits from some rest and relaxation, right?”

				“Henry,” she whispered, the warning tone of her voice lost in her throaty murmur.

				Grasping her hands he placed them above her head, holding them in a loose embrace of play and passion. “We could”—he paused to kiss her forehead—“go to that party together. You and me, dancing, eating someone else’s snacks, meeting people, it would be a lot of fun.”

				“I don’t—” 

				“Shhh,” he said, brushing her lips with his. “Say yes.”

				“But—”

				His lips found her neck and made themselves at home there. “You can just nod.”

				His hand let go of hers and her arms encircled his neck, caressing his shoulders.

				“Yes.”

				~ ~ ~

				Jolene turned and checked her backside in the dresser mirror. She frowned. Looked a bit wide, she surmised. Time to start walking now that spring was in bloom. Self-care is a priority, she reminded herself. Funny how long she had ignored that important fact.

				Wild humming drifted into her room from the bathroom, making her smile. The memory of Henry’s body pressed against hers made her shiver. Her eyes closed, capturing the sweet tremble he had brought out in her. His smell, so warm and deep. Their one sole night together making love was becoming a distant memory, but she was making no moves to invite him into her bed once again. As Emily’s sudden appearance today indicated, there were a lot of factors in Henry’s life that she didn’t even know about—much less want to compete with on any basis.

				Everything about him impacted her, she realized. Whether infuriating her or filling her heart with tenderness, every single moment mattered. Her secret joy of having more time together since Mr. Hatch’s determination of six more weeks thrilled her. But with every thrill comes a letdown, and she couldn’t bring herself to think about their goodbye at that time.

				Her eyes flew open and she shook her head with deliberate movement. She would not think about that now. She spritzed a couple of angry sprays of cologne in the area of her neck and stepped away from the mirror. They would go, have a good time, and get on with it. And that would be the end of romantic, non-sensical thinking.

				“Jo? You ready?” Henry called from the hallway. “Let’s go.”

				Grabbing her purse, she gave the girl with the sad eyes in the mirror a little wave goodbye.

				~ ~ ~

				Traffic flowed in a light pattern through the streets of Louisville. Henry said little, concentrating on the road. The radio in his sporty car played with clear tones and Jolene found herself humming along.

				“This is nice,” he commented at last. “Going out for a little fun but not spending a dime.”

				She laughed. “That is the name of this game right now.”

				“We should do more of this during these final weeks.” 

				“Mm-hmm,” she agreed with a noncommittal murmur. She refused to agree to anything right now. She had to be careful. Watch her step. And never give him the upper hand. This was far from over.

				“Whose house are we going to?” Jolene studied a thumbnail as she slipped her question in.

				“Patrick Someone. A friend of Emily’s,” he offered. “I think I’ve met him, but I really can’t remember.”

				“I see.” But she didn’t see. Going to a complete stranger’s home was totally out of character for her. She kind of felt like a criminal—as if she were doing something wrong.

				“Hen? Are you sure it’s okay for me to be coming along with you?”

				“Yes, Jo.” A quirky laugh escaped him. “And when did you start calling me Hen?”

				“Just now. But I was thinking about it after you were jumping around like a chicken on a hot rock today.” She graced him a rare, full smile. 

				“I was not like a chicken!” he protested and slapped the steering wheel of the car. “Not a chicken!”

				“Yes, you certainly were. Stuttering and losing your focus.” Abrupt laughter filled the car. “You were so being a chicken!”

				“In that case you cannot call me Hen ever again. I won’t allow it.”

				“You can’t stop me. You aren’t the boss of me. In fact, I’m the boss of you. Hen!” She laughed again, jabbing a finger into his arm.

				“Ow! That’s assault. I’ll sue you for everything you have.” He slowed down and put the turn signal on. “Look, here we are.”

				Jolene caught her breath. This fellow, whoever he might be, lived in one of the tallest buildings in the city. She clutched at her purse as Henry pulled up to a uniformed guard in front of the parking garage.

				“Valet parking, sir?” The man held out a ticket to Henry.

				“Yes, thank you. Might want to keep it close. I don’t think we will be here long.”

				Jolene followed Henry’s lead and exited the car, casting a side eye toward the valet.

				“Do you think he is trustworthy?” she whispered, allowing Henry to guide her toward the elevator.

				He nodded. “Yes, of course.”

				“Hmmm,” she remarked, casting one last look before the elevator doors closed.

				The lift carried them upward in a smooth, seamless ride and opened its doors at the top floor. Henry drifted out into the hallway as if he visited this type of place all the time. She gave herself a small pfft. Of course, he did. This was his world, and these were his people. Jolene was on the outside here, and she couldn’t allow herself to forget that.

				A gleaming wooden door swung open just as they stepped up to it, and Emily appeared. Her gleaming façade fell as she noticed Jolene standing next to Henry. “Oh, you’ve arrived, Henry. And you brought Jennifer with you.”

				“Hello, Emily,” he replied, his face beaming with delight. “Yes, Jolene agreed to come with me tonight. Shall we?” He stepped inside the door, almost dragging her behind him.

				“Hello, Edie. Nice of you to invite us,” Jolene chirped, looking around the breath-taking apartment. 

				“I didn’t,” Emily snapped, reaching for Henry’s arm. “Come along, dear. Let’s get you some food and a drink. You’re probably starving over there in Poorville.”

				He allowed himself to be guided to the tables loaded with endless platters of meats and dishes of sides. He grasped Jolene’s hand and winked at her as they shuffled to the dining ware.

				“Thank you, Emily,” he gushed. “Jolene and I can tend for ourselves. Go see about your other friends and we’ll catch up shortly.”

				Emily nodded and looked down her nose at Jolene. “Do enjoy yourselves.”

				Jolene tendered her most sweet smile and thanked her hostess, while keeping a protective hand on Henry’s arm. She turned her attention to the tables loaded with all manner of food. She tugged at his arm. 

				“Oh Mylanta!” she whispered. “Look at all this!”

				“I bet you wish you had brought your big purse, huh?” He laughed as he handed her a plate. 

				“Henry!” she protested. “That’s tacky! But a totally awesome idea.”

				“I thought so. I confess, I’d fill up a few sealable bags if I could.” He speared a deviled egg with a fork. “Oh, I love these things.”

				She nodded. “I remember.” She speared a couple of eggs for her plate. “Don’t forget. If you get anything for Linus, no bones.”

				He nodded. “I’m not likely to forget that. I’d say that was—”

				“Henry! How are you?” A booming voice interrupted their mini conference over the appetizers. Jolene turned to see a tall young man, even taller than Henry, with black hair and equally dark eyes.

				“Angus, is it really you?” Henry sat his plate down on the table and threw himself in the larger man’s embrace. “How long has it been? Several years, I know.”

				The dark man laughed. “Yeah, it’s been a minute. And who is this lovely lady?”

				Jolene blushed. 

				Henry brought her closer with a protective arm. “This is Jolene. I’m currently staying with her as we finish up a project my uncle left for us to complete.”

				Angus shook her hand. “My pleasure, miss. And Henry, I’m so sorry about your uncle. He was a hell of a guy.”

				They laughed. 

				“Yes, he was,” Henry agreed. “Thank you. Some days it still doesn’t feel real.” 

				“It takes a while, man.” Angus rummaged through his inner jacket and produced a card. “I have my own practice. Come by for lunch sometime. I believe we are on a few of the same boards. I’d love to talk to you about some ideas I have.”

				“That would be great, Angus. I’d love to.”

				As they shook hands, Angus peered down at Jolene. “And you, too, Jolene.”

				“Well, I—”

				Henry cut her off. “Jolene keeps busy, Angus, but maybe I can get her to join us some time.”

				They said their goodbyes and Jolene picked up on filling her plate. She felt somewhat wounded by Henry’s obvious attempt to keep her separated from his other life—his true life, she reminded herself.

				“He seemed like a very nice man,” she said at last. 

				“Yes, he has always been a top-notch guy,” Henry agreed, snagging a bottle of ginger ale. “Want one?”

				She nodded. “What kind of work does he do?”

				“Oh, I think . . . Hey look an open seat over by the window. Let’s grab it.”

				Jolene followed him over and slid into one side of a loveseat bench. Each of them situated drinks, spread napkins in their laps, and balanced the paraphernalia as they managed to eat. She watched Henry attack his plate, seeming as ravenous as a starved wolf in winter.

				“A bit hungry, are you?” she inquired, nibbling at her stuffed egg with patience.

				“Yes, I am! I like you, Jo, I really do, but how you manage to survive on the tiny amount of food you keep in your apartment is a mystery.” He gnawed a chicken leg with vengeance. “I plan to get another plateful after I finish this.”

				She laughed, putting her napkin to her mouth. “I am quite sorry to have starved you so,” she told him. “Please be careful, though. I wouldn’t want you to founder.”

				“Can people do that?” he asked, his eyes widened with astonishment.

				Jolene was prepared to tell him a wild, desperate tale but before she could, Emily approached them. 

				“You two seem to be having a fine time,” she commented, her face dour. “Something seems to be funny over here.” She stepped around and wedged herself between the two of them. 

				“Yes, we were just discussing . . .” Henry set his plate aside and slurped from his cup. “Discussing the phenomenon of foundering in the equine industry.”

				Emily held up her hand to stop him. “That reminds me. I need to discuss some things with you about the summer charity ball. Let’s go out on the balcony. Alone.” She raised an eyebrow and stared at Jolene.

				“If you have business to talk about, I don’t mind waiting here, Hen.” She poked at an olive with her fork. 

				“That would be best,” Emily assured her. “These would be things you would have no comprehension of at all.”

				“Oh?” Jolene commented, looking past her nemesis to Henry. “Is that right, Hen?”

				“Puh-leaze! Henry! Just tell her to go home. She has no business here,” Emily insisted, her voice rising. “No, you won’t understand it. You are a dumb, country hick who has made out like a bandit from Henry’s uncle. Money doesn’t make you intelligent.”

				Jolene stood, dropping her plastic in a nearby trash can. “Apparently not. Look at you.”

				Henry burst out laughing, as did most of the people sitting nearby. “Jolene, we best go home now. And Emily, hon, get you one of them dressed eggs, they are some damn fine horse doovers!”

				Jolene felt her face redden as he guided her toward the door. Behind them she could hear people screeching with laughter, yelling “horse doovers!” A final look over her shoulder framed a parting shot of Emily’s furious face as Henry left her behind.

				As soon as the elevator doors closed them in, Henry pulled her to him and kissed her long and with great intensity. They were still locked in their embrace when the doors slid open again. Almost as if he had forgotten where they were, he stumbled out and peered around. “Where is the car?”

				Jolene pointed at the valet and whispered, “He’ll get it.”

				“Oh, right. Yes, he will.” Henry reached in his pocket and produced the parking token. “There you are. Thank you.”

				The valet nodded, staring a moment at them. “Umm, is everything all right, sir?”

				“Yes, of course. Why do you ask?”

				Jolene followed the valet’s line of sight and for the first time saw a blotch of deviled egg mashed into Henry’s cheek. She giggled, then reached up to remove the offending egg particles. She showed him her fingers. “Horse doover,” she explained with solemn tones.

				~ ~ ~

				Their ride home to her apartment developed into a joke fest revolving around hors deurves, “horse doovers” and endless silly mispronunciations. By the time they parked in the lot, they were finally beginning to wind down.

				“That was a dreadful party,” Jolene commented, “but the end was fun!”

				“Oh, I can just imagine what Emily will do to me for that,” Henry said. “She isn’t really a very forgiving girl, you know.” He followed her up the steps, his hand resting on her back with a light touch.

				“I wouldn’t worry about it. I get the feeling she has probably had to get over a lot of stuff in her life.” Jolene unlocked the door and stepped inside to find Linus waiting for her. “Good evening, little love. How are you?”

				She scooped him up for a hug and a kiss.

				“Jo?” Henry asked, closing the door. “You love that cat so much!”

				“Of course, I do,” she replied. “I love him with my whole heart.”

				He wrapped his arms around her and the cat. “Is there any room left in there for me?”

				She widened her eyes. “Don’t be silly, Hen. You know Linus loves you.”

				A broad grin broke over his face. “Very funny,” he said, pulling her close. His lips touched hers, and the rest of the world melted away.

				Jolene felt her temperature rise as his lips caressed hers with soft, sweet kisses. Linus meowed his dissent and jumped down from their embrace, which let them draw closer. Her arms had just encircled Henry’s neck when a strange sound split the quiet apartment. She searched the room in confusion before realizing it was her cell phone. It so rarely rang she had forgotten the sound. Pulling out of the embrace, she dug in her purse and found the phone.

				“Hello?”

				She listened without speaking, offering an occasional mm-hmm and then disconnected. 

				“Well, Hen, we need to call it a night. That was Vick Patterson. I have to be at work at five in the morning. Pat Elmore is in jail.” She returned her phone to her purse, and looked at him with a smile. “And you won’t believe why he’s there.”

				Henry lounged back on the sofa. “I would hate to even make a guess.”

				“It seems that good old Pat was dressed up as Patty at a bar downtown. When another bar customer got a little too friendly, Pat or Patty, beat the snot out of him.” Jolene struggled to keep herself together while relaying the tale Vick had told her. She, however, wasn’t cussing up a storm as her coworker had been.

				“So, I’ll just say goodnight and turn in,” she said, pausing to look down at him. When he opened his arms to her, she melted into them. 

				“Jo,” he whispered.

				“Yes, Hen?”

				“Could I join you tonight?”

				She looked into his eyes, feeling the threat of going over the edge. She wanted to say yes—she wanted to say that more than anything, but she couldn’t. 

				“Umm,” she hedged. “I’m not actually prepared for that.”

				“Oh,” he replied, keeping their gaze locked. “I have—”

				“No, it’s not that. I’m not prepared in a lot of ways.” She felt the pit of her stomach burn.

				“Maybe we could just sleep together,” he offered. “You know, actually sleep.”

				“That probably wouldn’t be a good idea.”

				He smiled, fueling her inner fire. “I’ll behave. I promise.”

				Finally, she nodded. He stood up and offered her his hand. She took it and followed him to the bedroom, still telling herself this wasn’t the best idea. However, the allure of sleeping next to Henry swept all reason out the door.

				With the door closed and the lights out, she pulled off her clothes and replaced them with the baggy tee shirt she often slept in. She slipped in between the sheets and laid quietly, listening to the sounds of Henry taking off his clothes. It occurred to her that his promise to be good would be a cinch for him to keep compared to her gut-wrenching want of him. She was the variable factor in this equation, to be sure.

				She felt the mattress depress as he climbed into bed next to her. 

				“Jo? Are you sure you’re okay with this?” His voice whispered low and with heartfelt tone.

				“Yes.” Oh, please, she thought. Don’t tell me you’re leaving now for the couch. Please don’t.

				He stretched and yawned. She held her breath and suddenly realized she would never be able to sleep. With him no more than two inches from her, she felt the livewire electricity emanating from his body. She couldn’t breathe. Her heart was jumping around funny. Oh my.

				Jolene turned on her side, away from the sound of his breathing and the smell of his skin. She would go get on the couch herself as soon as he was asleep, she decided. That would be the best thing to do.

				The bed moved as he, too, rolled over and his arm went around her waist. His breathing had slowed to a regular, steady pattern. She knew he was drifting off and would be sound asleep soon. However, that didn’t tell her how to get out of his arms without him waking up.

				From the end of the bed, she listened to Linus purring. The familiarity of the sound soothed her, and she began to relax. Maybe she could do this, after all. Maybe.

				~ ~ ~

				The alarm blared, jolting her from a dead sleep. Jolene cursed the thing and a memory of a cold morning that had started this craziness rushed back to her mind. Billy Hank. What could she ever do to repay him for this insane journey she was on? For the money that would change her life. And for the man now sleeping next to her?

				Henry awakened with a soft moan and snuggled up against her back, sighing with a content whisper. “Good morning.”

				“Good morning,” she replied, wiggling against his embrace. “I have to get ready for work.”

				“Yeah, I know,” he said. “Hey, I was thinking. Could I just go along with you? I could do our laundry, and I could keep you company. You must get lonely there.”

				She smiled. “Yes, you may go. No, you may not wash my clothes. And no, I don’t get lonely, but I think you do.”

				“I don’t have to answer that.” 

				She laughed. “I’m taking a shower first. You can make coffee.”

				Hot water sluiced over her skin, again reminding her of the day she learned of Billy Hank’s death. Every moment of that fateful day was carved into her memory. She had wanted so badly for her life to change, and now it certainly had. For a while, anyway. He would be gone soon, as the attorney confirmed. Just a few more weeks.

				Henry’s voice floated through the thin walls. He was talking to someone, but it wasn’t his “Linus voice.” Maybe his cell phone, she thought. Who would be calling at this hour?

				Cutting the shower short to spare him some hot water, she wrapped a towel around her and slipped across the hall to the bedroom. The brewing coffee aroma followed her, making her crazed for a cup. Slipping on jeans and a sweatshirt, she pulled herself together.

				Her cup was waiting for her, and she sipped it with gratitude. Ahh, that man did know how to make a good cup of joe. She noted him by the window, watching the sunrise as a voice droned through the cell phone into his ear.

				“Mm-hmm,” he mumbled. “Oh, yes, I agree with that. Okay, we’ll plan on later today, then. Take care.” And with that, he slid the device onto the countertop.

				“Change of plans today?” she asked, downing the rest of her coffee.

				“Just a bit. Remember the fellow from the party last night? Angus?”

				Jolene nodded. 

				“That was him on the phone. He wanted to know if I could stop by early in the afternoon for a quick look over some plans he has for a charity.” Henry glanced back out the window. “Would you mind?”

				“Of course not! Please, feel free to do whatever you need or want,” she said. “There is no need to hang around an old laundromat all day when you could actually be doing something.”

				A happy smile beamed across his face. “You are the best, Jo! Really.”

				“You better hit the shower soon or we might miss the bus.” She watched as he hurried to the bathroom and smiled. If only things could be different, this could be a glimpse of future mornings to come. But Henry’s world was full of high-rise apartments and meetings to benefit charities. And hers was in a rundown old laundromat surrounded by lint and the smell of chemicals. 

				~ ~ ~

				“You seem quiet today,” Henry remarked, pausing in his massacre of a breakfast burrito plate. “Is everything okay?”

				Jolene finished cleaning the lint from a dryer filter before returning it to the machine. “Yes, I’m fine. Just have a lot to do. Mr. Patterson hinted that Elmore may not be back. I’m a little worried about that.”

				“Don’t worry. He will be fine, and he will bring his bright countenance back to work with him soon.” He opened another packet of hot sauce. “Come over here and eat. Your breakfast is getting cold.”

				She ran a hand through her bedraggled hair and sighed. “I am starving,” she admitted, taking one of the burritos from the sack. “We shouldn’t have bought these. It’s a waste of money.”

				“Oh hush,” he told her in a tone mocking her own. “A couple of burritos isn’t going to make or break anyone.”

				And she realized in that moment the real bedrock of their differences. Henry would always see things through the eyes of privilege and wealth. He would never feel innate worry about splurging on a fast-food breakfast. He never had to, nor would he ever. And she would always live with frugality because that was all she had ever known. She had gone hungry in her life, and she knew how to make do. That’s what it was all about between the two of them, and why they could never consider the idea of making their two worlds into one.

				“Why the serious face?” he asked, staring at her over the burrito.

				“Oh. Nothing. Just thinking, you know pondering the world and all that is within it.” She smiled at him, but it felt weak and fake. “Hey, what time are you meeting your friend?”

				“Around one. He has a lunch appointment and then we will meet afterward.” 

				“Sounds good. Should I plan on you being back to eat tonight?” She vaguely hoped he would say no. She needed to do some thinking and make some plans.

				“You know, I’m not sure. Can I call and let you know?” 

				The buzzer on the door rang, alerting them to a customer. But instead of finding someone in need of a wash and dry, they were confronted with Pat Elmore.

				“I’m here to get my stuff,” he announced in his dead monotone. “Patterson fired me.”

				“I’m sorry to hear that,” Jolene said, rising from her chair. “Go ahead and clean out your locker. We will give you some privacy.”

				“Oh, gee, thanks.” The sarcasm dripped from his brief statement. “I don’t know how I’ll survive without this stimulating job to come to every day.”

				“Probably just as well as we will without you here,” Henry interjected. “Go get your stuff.”

				Jolene smiled. There was no doubt in his tone that Elmore had already overstayed his welcome. They watched him step into the back room, but the door remained open. A few more people came in now that it was getting toward late morning. Jolene helped them, and then bade Patrick a fond farewell as he left the laundromat for good.

				“Can’t say I hate to see him go,” she commented as the door swung closed. “Such a sour little man.”

				“Well, easy come and easy go,” Henry replied, setting up the checkerboard for a game with one of the regulars. “Let’s have a game or three before I have to go take care of some business,” he told the older man.

				As the two launched into a cut-throat game, Jolene began spraying and wiping down washers on the back side of the building. No matter how often she cleaned the lint filters in the dryers, she realized, there was always a fine sheen of lint all over everything. A dark thought rose from the back of her mind. Was this it? Would this be the setting for the rest of her life—like the sour-faced waitress in that diner, Angie, where she and Henry had lunch one day. She didn’t want to live that life. Working in a nowhere job until she hated herself and everyone else too. No, she would not let that happen. 

				Tears burned her eyes, and she blinked them back. No! She would have a happy, decent life no matter what the circumstances brought around to her. She wouldn’t let herself love someone only to have them leave her and a child to care for on her own. Her mother’s pitiful life had shown her that being alone is better than being left behind. And she refused to have a child she couldn’t care for all by herself. If they were to be abandoned, she had to be able to provide for the two of them. 

				Her mother told her many times that men couldn’t be trusted. Jolene had to believe that now. What if she had given in to her base desires last night and ended up with a child to care for all alone? She had dodged a bullet on that count, she realized. 

				Watching Henry laugh with the older gentleman, she had to admit that staying the course was the only right thing to do. This was a game to him. One he was winning, to be honest, but still nothing more than a game. He could never appreciate what living in poverty was truly about. So her role in this game was one of a mere pawn being played with then left behind when the match ended.

				He caught her watching him and smiled. She managed to send him one, as well, then she pointed toward the clock to remind him of the time. He nodded and turned back to his game. Yes, she reassured herself, not giving in was the only way to keep herself safe.

				~ ~ ~

				The monotonous thrum of machines in the afternoon quiet threatened to lull Jolene to sleep. Afternoon sunshine through the windows warmed the front desk as she and Mrs. McKinney watched a soap opera. Propping her elbow on the desk, she leaned the side of her face into her palm and let her eyes rest for a moment. It seemed to her as though she had been in this laundromat for days instead of just hours. Mr. Patterson would be arriving soon to take over the evening shift until he hired a replacement for Elmore. She yawned and promptly drifted off to sleep.

				She walked along the designated path that followed the bend of the Ohio River. Masses of bright colors sprinkled the walkway in riots of flowers. Aware of a presence, she wanted to turn her face and see her companion, but for some reason knew that she could not. Some things, she knew, were not allowed in the world of dreams. 

				“How are things coming along in your lessons, Jolene?”

				That voice! She knew it. She missed it.

				“I’m afraid I haven’t done a very good job,” she admitted. “But I do think he has learned some things, although an appreciation for being poor isn’t one of them.”

				Billy Hank’s voice reverberated all around her, warm and comforting. “You’re doing fine, little gal. Just don’t lose sight of what this is really all about. No one likes being poor, but no one wants to be alone either. Think it over.”

				“I said this is a hold up!”

				Jolene jerked awake as dream Billy Hank’s words became a scream. She looked at Mrs. McKinney, who stared back at her with wide, shocked eyes. Then the older lady pointed at a stranger standing in front of them.

				“Wake up, bitch! This is a robbery. Give me the money.” The would-be robber was a middle-aged woman with tattooed arms and healed scar lines all down them. Her brash tinted blond hair flew around her except for the left side, which had been shaved down to lines that matched her scarred appendages. She held a gun and when she grinned, she showed the world her broken, snaggled teeth.

				“Erm, m-m-money?” Jolene stammered.

				“Y-y-y-yesss,” the obvious drug addict snarled. “Gimme the damn money.”

				Jolene got to her feet and opened the cash register. She pulled ones, fives, tens, and a few twenties out of the drawer. 

				“Here you go,” she mumbled, handing the bills to the woman.

				“Listen, don’t give me none of your crap. I know that ain’t all you got here.” The woman sniffed the bills and counted them with quick efficiency. “Where’s the safe?”

				“Back there,” Jolene pointed out. “But I don’t have the combination.”

				“It’s there. Pat said so.” The woman looked around her, frantic in her hurry. “Let’s go. You can find the combination. I’m sure of it.”

				Jolene stared hard at Mrs. McKinney, hoping the elderly woman would take the opportunity to flee when she went into the back. A slight nod assured Jolene that she would.

				Making quick steps, Jolene hurried to the back room followed by the robber. Looking around, she couldn’t fathom where the combination might be. The place was a hoarder’s dream of piled-up notebooks, papers, machine parts, and ridiculous, random paraphernalia. She turned to the woman holding the gun and asked, “I don’t suppose Elmore said where it might be, did he?”

				The ersatz blonde rolled her eyes. “No, he didn’t tell me where it was, you idiot! Just find it.”

				Jolene started looking through stacks of papers, but none of them seemed to hold a clue to the safe’s combination. Repair manuals, parts catalogs, stacks of paid bills, stacks of bills to be paid—a veritable avalanche of paper stood ready to tip over at any moment.

				“Well?” the woman screeched. 

				Jolene sighed and turned around to face her robber. “Don’t rush me. I’m doing the best I can, Miss, uhm, what should I call you?”

				“Don’t call me anything, bitch, just get my money. Now!”

				Jolene sat down at the desk, rifling through some notebooks. It had to be here, she reasoned. Why would Elmore tell her that? 

				“Excuse me, did Ellwood say anything else? Any little thing could be a hint.”

				“He told me that you are an idiot,” she barked, sticking the gun closer to Jolene’s head. “And I do believe he was right about that.”

				She cocked the gun back, bringing a cold sweat to Jolene’s forehead and upper lip. “He just said that the safe combo was in its own safe place. Whatever that means.”

				Jolene smiled. “Ah, well, good. That gives us something to work with.” She kept her eyes locked onto the thief’s. 

				“It does? Good. I may not have to kill you after all.” Her jack o’lantern grin shined like a snagged coral in a polluted sea.

				Stealing herself for what had to be done, Jolene grabbed the miniature Louisville Slugger bat from the beneath the desk and clutched it in her hands, hoping she could maintain the grip. Keeping her eyes locked on her target, she lied the best falsehood she could conjure. “That would be right there behind you in that cabinet under the clock. 

				As soon as the bleachy hair swung around, Jolene sprang from her seat and came down on the woman’s head with a resounding whack. Hearing the dull thud of the gun’s hammer hitting an empty chamber, she hit her again, and then again. By the time the police rushed through the door, Jolene had kicked the gun across the floor and was standing over the now still body of the drug addict robber. 

				“Hands in the air!” the first officer through the door yelled.

				Jolene obeyed, eyeing Mrs. McKinney in the lobby. “Bless your heart, ma’am. I appreciate it,” she called out. The older woman nodded and settled down to watch the rest of her soap opera.

				“Quiet,” the officer snarled.

				“Okay, yes sir.” Jolene waited to be asked for her side of the story.

				“Bob,” the other officer squawked, “I think this one may be dead. She’s bleeding like a stuck hog.”

				Bob looked at Jolene and grinned. “Don’t worry, I’m sure she isn’t dead. He just gets ruffled up easy.” He hooked his thumb toward the other officer kneeling on the floor.

				“Oh, dear,” Jolene sighed. “I just wanted to stop her, not kill her.” 

				“Let’s have a seat over here, miss. You’re looking a mite pale there,” Officer Bob said, leading her over to the desk chair. “I’ll check on the other girl.”

				She watched him as he knelt beside the thief and felt against her neck with his fingers. “She’s okay. Just lost some blood, but head injuries are like that, you know. They always bleed a lot.”

				Moving a hunk of the dirty dyed hair aside, he looked at his partner. “Jeepers, Frank! This is Crystal Dawn!”

				“What? Are you kidding me? After all this time?” The younger officer looked shocked as he peered at her more closely. “Are you sure, Bob? She looks different than her mug shots.”

				“Yeah, I’m sure. I’ve arrested Crystal Dawn more times than you’ve even seen those mugs.” Bob laughed and turned to Jolene. “You bagged a good one, miss. And if I’m not mistaken, there is a hefty reward in store for you.”

				Jolene shook her head. At that moment, all she wanted was to go home, have a hot shower, and lay on the couch with her cat.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 10

				The warmth of Linus’s small furry body comforted Jolene as she lay on the couch, listening to a jazz station on the radio. Although she had tried to nap, sleep eluded her as images of Crystal Dawn’s ugly face ravaged her memories. 

				As Bob and Frank, his excitable partner, explained on the ride down to the police station, the woman had been a convict of one sort or another all her life. She had become a juvenile delinquent after her father shot and killed her mother right in front of her at age twelve. By age fourteen, she was doing her first stint of incarceration at a juvenile facility for delinquency and truancy. She got out of there at eighteen, but life was already showing its ugliness in thick lines of scarring across her arms and on her torso. That was the year she also gave birth to a son, who was promptly removed from her custody. The same scenario repeated itself twice more in the following three years. And by age twenty-five, she was so addicted to methamphetamine that she looked like a walking cadaver. 

				Jolene listened to the story with horror. For all the heartbreak she had experienced in life, at least hers was a clean life. Responsible if poor, and meaningful if lonely.

				No wonder Crystal was pumping herself of poison and robbing people with guns. She probably had the self-esteem of a gnat.

				Bob continued his story after she had finished retelling the details of the attempted robbery of the laundromat. According to the officer, the thief had been working at a local motel where she had emptied the safe and the front desk drawer before traveling to the laundry.

				They asked her all about Pat Elmore and where they might find him after connecting him to being the same guy they had in custody for a few days. All Jolene could think in that precise moment was how much overtime would she have to work until Mr. Patterson filled the empty position.

				Henry showed up at the station after returning to the laundromat and finding utter chaos. She could hear his voice carrying down the hall to the small room where she waited. Jolene watched through the glass walls as he ran down the hallway and slid to a stop outside.

				“Are you okay? You all right?” he demanded, touching her all over and forcing her to turn under his watchful eye. “Damn it, Jo! I leave to talk a little business and all hell breaks loose!”

				Giggling, she patted his shoulder. “There, there, Superman, calm down. Lois Lane got through this one without you.”

				He dropped into one of the chairs in the tiny office and sighed. “I have never been so afraid in my entire life. Mrs. McKinney was making no sense at all. Mr. Patterson knew even less than she did. And can we go home now?”

				“Soon, I think,” she said. “I just have to sign some paperwork.” 

				Bob and Frank came by to wish her well and promised they would see her again in court. She introduced them both to Henry, and their eyes widened. Nodding and mumbling about how nice it was to meet him, they hurried out into the hallway and toward the front door of the station.

				“What was that all about?” she asked. Henry shrugged his shoulders and insisted that she needed coffee or tea, or perhaps an alcoholic drink.

				“I might just take you up on that when we leave here,” she said. “But I’ll be honest. I’m exhausted, I’m starving, and I really need to take another shower. This day has left me feeling dirty and privileged.”

				His face reddened. “Privileged? You? Please explain.” 

				She repeated the stories Bob had told her about Crystal Dawn. “And that,” she finished up, “is why I’m sitting here with a headache and the guiltiest feelings I’ve ever had in my life.”

				Henry shook his head. “Look, I know you’ve been stressed to the limit, and nothing I could say right now could change your mind about all this, but all I want is for you to feel safe and secure again.”

				An officer brought the forms for her to sign and with the ink still drying, Jolene allowed Henry to lead her out through the front of the station. They wished her well, and someone mentioned he would contact her the next day about the reward money.

				“Reward money?” Henry asked as he led her out to the street. “What’s that for?”

				“I don’t know. Apparently, this thief had a reward set out for her and I’m getting it because I clouted her in the head with a miniature slugger baseball bat.”

				“Oh, wow. You did not.”

				She gave him a decisive nod. “Yes. Yes, I did.”

				He stuck his arm out and waved down a cab. “Do not argue about this with me,” he warned her in an ominous tone. “We’re getting home as fast as we can.”

				“Let’s do it,” she agreed, climbing into the back seat. “I want my cat and a hot cup of tea.”

				And now there she was, snuggled up on the sofa with her cat and cup of tea gone cold. Henry, in his exuberant mode of trying to help, was out picking up some food. As much as she wanted to instill the mindset of thriftiness and frugality into his thinking, she felt that after a day’s worth of being robbed and having a gun stuck in her face earned her a meal she didn’t have to cook.

				Now that she was once again in her own place, she could admit how frightened she had really been in that office. Druggies were not a threat to take lightly. They would do anything to get their drugs—and the money to buy them—and that sort of desperation was not a joke. 

				A key in the door lock announced Henry’s return home. Whatever he had brought for dinner smelled delicious and Italian. Her mouth watered as he started pulling things out of enormous paper bags.

				“Oh, Henry,” she sighed. “What have you done? This smells like Heaven.”

				He smiled. “Only one thing can cure these types of ills, my sweet friend. Lasagna!”

				“Yes!” she squealed with delight. “What an aroma.” She breathed in again, almost shaking with anticipation. 

				He handed her a paper plate with a large square of lasagna, two slices of garlic bread, and salad.

				“I think I may die from happiness,” she confessed, “I’ll get us some tea while this is cooling down a little bit.”

				“Yes, please,” he called from behind her. “Although I’d prefer you to stay on the couch.”

				She brought the tea to the coffee table and handed him one. “The couch is highly overrated.”

				“Tell me about it. You don’t have to sleep on the thing.” He took a cautious forkful of the pasta and closed his eyes. “Mmmmmm.”

				Jolene followed suit, tasting the sauce, cheese, and Italian sausage that embraced the chewy noodles. “Perfect,” she said. “Just perfect.”

				Thirty minutes later, they had polished off the entire loaf of garlic bread, two-thirds of the lasagna, and all the salad. Plus two glasses of tea for each of them.

				“How long had it been since we had eaten?” Henry asked. “I feel like I was trying to fill up an empty hole.” An indelicate burp followed.

				“I’m not even going to get on you about that because I know you can’t help it. Neither can I,” she said, adding her own belch in for good measure.

				“You’re rude.” Henry began picking up the trash.

				“No, I’m honest. Don’t throw those leftovers away,” she warned in a sleepy tone. “We can eat them tomorrow.”

				“Okay,” he agreed. “By the way, Mr. Patterson said you are to take a week off while he has some security measures installed in the laundromat.”

				“Poor Mr. Patterson. I’ll bet he’s really upset about Elmore.”

				“Mr. Patterson is upset about you, my dear. Elmore can go to hell.”

				“Henry! Don’t say that!” She scooted over to make room for him on the couch.

				“Well, it’s how we feel. We might as well say it out loud.”

				“Hmm,” she mused. “Like that old mantra ‘Say it loud; say it proud.’”

				“I never said that. I’ve never even heard of that,” he chortled, motioning for her to lay back against the cushions. “Where do you get these things?”

				Using his gentle touch, Henry pulled off her socks and began rubbing her feet.

				“Oh, Hen, that feels wonderful.” She closed her eyes and relaxed.

				“There you go. You need some pampering after today.” He cradled her left foot in his hands, making circles in her flesh with his thumbs.

				“You are quite good at that,” she mumbled. 

				“Well, thank you. Emily never cared for a foot massage.”

				Jolene’s eyes flew open, and he laughed. 

				“I knew that would get a rise out of you,” he said. “Jealousy isn’t your color, hon.”

				“Oh, please. I am not jealous of Emily.” She stroked the fur on Linus’s back. “What is there to be jealous of? She’s rude, hateful, and very ugly.”

				“Pffft! Emily is not ugly, and you know it.”

				Jolene peeked at him. “So, you think she’s pretty?”

				“Of course, I do. Because she is. But that’s all there is to it. We’ve been friends most of our lives, but she says she is in love with me. I say, that isn’t accurate.”

				“Because you don’t love her?” 

				“I do love her, but not in the way she wants. I can’t love her.”

				Jolene shifted on the couch and sat up. “Why not? Why can’t you love her?”

				“Because she’s rich. I don’t want any more rich people in my life.” He patted her calf and smiled. “Just broke ones, like you.”

				“Gee, thanks. I feel so special.” She collected their glasses from the coffee table. “More tea?”

				“No, thank you. I won’t be able to sleep tonight if I drink anymore.” He watched her take them to the sink and wash them out. 

				“Jo?”

				“Yes, Hen?” 

				“You really scared the crap out of me today.” He looked at his fingernails for distraction. “I thought you were dead, or worse.”

				“What’s worse than dead?” she asked. “Being poor?”

				“I’m being serious here. Pay attention!”

				She giggled at him. “Yes, Hen. I know there are lots of things that could be worse than death, but I’m fine. Everything is fine. No need to worry.”

				“I was just saying, you know, that I was worried about you.”

				Jolene smiled at him. “Thank you. I’m sorry you were worried, but it’s all good. But that does remind me of something I’d like to get your opinion on, if you don’t mind.”

				He patted the cushion next to him. “Absolutely. Come sit with me.”

				“Well, this reward, you remember?” she asked.

				“Yeah, slightly. What about it?” Henry’s face became serious.

				“You know, it’s about twenty thousand, I think.”

				“Oh, criminy, I never dreamed it was that much.” He narrowed his eyes. “So, what is it you want me to advise you about?”

				“Oh, no, not advise really because I know what I want to do, but just your opinion about some things.”

				“Okay,” he said at last. “Shoot. Oh, sorry, bad choice of words considering . . .”

				She rolled her eyes. “You are just so punny, aren’t you? OK, I was thinking about using the reward money to send Crystal Dawn to a drug rehab. I’m not sure how much they cost, but with twenty thousand, she should be able to get fixed up well enough.”

				Henry stared at her, his mouth agape. A red flush creeped over his cheeks. “You are not serious,” he exclaimed. “You just simply are not serious.”

				“Well, yes I am.” She watched him, afraid he might pop a vessel or something. “Of course I am.”

				She watched as his face clenched into a crimson knot of rage. “No. No, no, no. Not even you, the queen of nice, could be that stupid. You are not going to spend one cent of that money on Crystal Dawn, mother of meth heads. Do you understand me?”

				Without speaking, she nodded. 

				“I never want to hear you say something like that again. The Crystal Dawns of this world are not worthy of your kindness or your generosity. Jolene, you better believe me. She would have killed you and laughed about it. She and others like her only want what they want and only care about themselves. Don’t you understand that?”

				She had never heard him use such harsh words. 

				“Are you listening to me?”

				Again, she nodded. 

				“I’m being very serious, Jolene. If you just want to be a fool and give that award money away, then give it to someone that she’s hurt. People like Crystal don’t change—they don’t ever change.” He sat down next to her with red anger engulfing his face.

				“I didn’t mean to make you angry. I’m sorry,” Jolene offered at last. “I just thought it was a way to help someone.”

				He turned her by her shoulders to face him. “Help yourself, Jo. Look at the life you’ve had and how hard it has been for you. It’s time to think about yourself. Get some clothes. Buy a used car. Get a better apartment. There are thousands of things to do with that money besides giving it to a hopeless drug addict.”

				Biting her lower lip, fearing another onslaught of his wrath, she finally managed to whisper, “But no one is hopeless, Hen. No one.”

				“Jolene! Think about what you’re saying,” he demanded, his voice sharp and unlike she had ever heard from him before. “That sorry excuse for life had a gun to your damn head. Don’t you realize that? She would have killed you for that money, and never cared for a minute that you and your life have meaning. She did not, and does not, care!”

				Jolene quivered under the hold he had on her, both from fear and from the raw emotion he elicited. So much flowed out of his words and his tone. Slowly she nodded.

				“I won’t give her the money,” she said at last. “But I will keep tabs on her to see if things get any better for her.”

				“I know you will,” he said with quiet relief. He pulled her to his chest and hugged her tightly. “You probably need some sleep. Run along. I’ll stay out here so you can rest.”

				She went to her room without argument, but sleep would be a long time coming. She was three chapters deep into a paperback when she heard a commotion. The clip-on reader emitted just enough light to read by on the page it was pointed at, so she reached over and turned on the bedside light.

				She heard it again, the distinct sound of a human being in pain. What was going on?

				Creeping to the door, Jolene opened it a crack and peered out through the hallway into the kitchenette. There stood Henry with his fist balled up and stuck to his mouth. His eyes watered and his face was shining red.

				“Hen? You okay?” she asked, walking toward him with light, careful steps.

				“Mm-hmm,” he affirmed, keeping his knuckles in his mouth.

				“You don’t look fine,” she pointed out. 

				Henry moved around the table toward her, then stuck his left foot out. His smallest toe seemed to point in an entirely different direction than the others.

				“Oh, Hen! I do believe you have broken your toe.”

				He nodded, tears rolling down his cheeks. Jolene took his arm and put it around her shoulder to help bear his weight and led him to her bedroom. She let him lay on her side of the bed so his left foot would be free of encumbrances. 

				“We can go to the hospital now, if you want. Or we can go in the morning. Do you think you can stand it?” She covered him up with the sheet and light spread, careful not to touch the injury.

				“I can stand it,” he whispered. “I have never broken a bone in my life. I was going to the fridge for cold water, and for whatever reason just veered off the path. Ran my toe into the corner of the table leg. Jo, I heard it crack! It was horrible.”

				She patted his shoulder. “I’m sorry. I know it must have hurt.”

				He nodded, drawing in a ragged breath.

				“Okay, just call if you need anything,” she said, bending to scoop Linus up from the bed.

				“No!” he cried out, grabbing her hand. “Please stay. Don’t leave me.”

				“Henry, okay,” she soothed him, “okay, I’ll stay with you.” She and Linus joined him on the bed, taking care not to jostle his injured foot.

				“I don’t want to be alone,” he admitted. “I just hate to be alone, especially when something is wrong. Like breaking my toe off.”

				“You didn’t break it off,” she admonished. “You just kind of mangled it.”

				“Yeah, but I did break it for sure.”

				“I think so, too.” 

				“Jo, you’re not angry with me?” His eyes searched hers. “I mean for what I said about Crystal Dawn?”

				“No, of course not. Why would I be angry?”

				Henry’s eyes clouded over. “I always worry when I disagree with someone I care about. I’m always afraid that person won’t care about me anymore.”

				Jolene bit her lip. “No, Hen. That’s not happening here. What you think matters to me, even if it’s different than what I feel.”

				He reached for her with one hand and pulled her close to him, kissing her with tender softness. “Forget Crystal Dawn. Forget this stupid experiment. Let’s just think about us, Jo.”

				“What’s there to think about, Henry? You and I might feel certain ways, but that doesn’t change the fact that you and I are from different worlds.” She pulled back and looked into his eyes. “You are rich, and in more ways than just money. The way you think and how you live, those are rich ways. I’m all about making it however I can manage. No matter if I get the money to remake my life, I will still be the same inside. And so will you.”

				“No, no, that’s not true,” he protested. “Don’t you see that you’ve changed everything for me? You have changed my life. I’m a much better person now that I ever was before. You did that. You made me different. Life is just waiting for us.”

				Shaking her head, she pulled away from him. “Oh, Hen. There can be no us. Don’t you understand? I could never fit into your world, even Emily knows that. Sometimes I think we all know it but you.”

				“You are so wrong,” he whispered. “You’re the only thing that has fit in my life ever. You make me care, Jolene.”

				“Shhh,” she whispered. “Go to sleep. We’ll get you some help in a few hours when daylight comes. Then you will feel better and start thinking straight again.”

				“I’m thinking fine, thank you very much. It’s you who isn’t seeing things clearly,” he snapped, laying back against the pillows. “Fine, I’ll go to sleep, and you can do whatever makes you happy.”

				Jolene sighed and rose from the bed. “I’ll see you in a few,” she said. 

				“Yeah, whatever.”

				Jolene stepped into the hallway, closing the door behind her. Linus twined around her ankles, purring as if to comfort her. She picked him up and snuggled him as she headed to the couch for the rest of the night.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 11

				After several hours of tossing and turning, Jolene arose from the lumpy couch and put on a pot of coffee. She took a shower and slipped into the bedroom for clean clothes. Henry lay dozing, seeming to have escaped the pain of his broken toe for at least a little while.

				Having gathered her garments, she returned to the bathroom to dress. Echoes of their disagreement played through her mind as she combed out her wet hair. It was time to get this out in the open, she reasoned. It was past time to put a stop to the flirtation and pretention of building a relationship, because that was never going to happen.

				The coffee warmed her soul as she dialed Edgar Hatch’s office number. No one was in at that early hour, so she left a message for him to call her as soon as possible. Rising from her seat, she filled Linus’s bowls with food and water and then went to wake Henry. She found him already up and struggling to get dressed.

				“I have coffee ready,” she said, avoiding his eyes. “Are you hungry?”

				“No, I’m not. Could you help me get my pant leg past my toe?” He sat on the edge of the bed while she struggled to get him dressed. 

				“Don’t even try to get a shoe on. Just the sock, if you can stand it.”

				He shook his head. “I already tried. I’ll just have to go barefoot.”

				“Well, it is Kentucky,” she joked. “I’m sure it won’t be the first time they’ve seen bare feet.”

				Henry hobbled across the floor. “If someone else said that you would eat them up alive!”

				“Yeah, I know, but I thought you might enjoy a joke at my expense today.” Jolene pulled a kitchen chair out for him to sit in. “Here’s a cup, drink her up.” 

				“So how are you doing today after yesterday’s excitement?” he asked between sips. “Still jittery?”

				“No, no, I’m fine,” she lied. “You and Mr. Patterson are over-reacting. I don’t need time off and I don’t need to calm down. Everything is fine.”

				“I suppose we should venture down to an urgent care or something akin to it pretty soon,” he added.

				“Oh, of course. Are you in a lot of pain?” she asked, her eyes betraying her resolve to stay at an emotional distance.

				“A good bit, yes,” he agreed. “That’s what woke me this morning. I rolled over and almost came out of my skin.”

				“Ouch,” she empathized. “Okay, drain your brew and let’s get moving.”

				From seemingly out of nowhere, Linus knocked a mug from the table to the floor, shattering it to pieces. Jolene jumped in fright and screamed.

				“Everything is fine, eh?” Henry asked. “Who would believe that?”

				She shrugged, her eyes as wide as dinner plates.

				~ ~ ~

				They waited three hours to see a doctor, only to be told not much could be done to help the situation other than taping the toe into place and giving Henry some pain medication. Heavy bruising had already taken hold and most of his left foot was swollen and mottled in black, blue, and just a tint of yellowish green to make it extra gruesome.

				Arriving home, Jolene helped Henry back up to the apartment with the promise to go after his prescription and pick up some food. When they made it to the landing, she could see a note stuck to the apartment door. 

				She let Henry struggle up the last two steps alone and snatched the note off the door. 

				Dear Henry:

				I haven’t heard from you since the party. That’s not very nice, especially considering how you left. I really don’t like your little friend at all, and her departure from your life will be a huge relief for both of us, I’m sure. Until you come back home, just send me a text or a DM. You will have to make all this up to me.

				All my love,

				Emily

				Many times in her life, Jolene had heard people talk about seeing red when they were so angry that clear and simple reason could not find its way into a brain. But she had never actually experienced it until that moment. 

				Henry looked at her, fear so obvious in his already pain-filled face. He tried to get back down the stairs, but his foot refused to work with the overall body mechanics to make that happen. Knowing he couldn’t escape, he faced her. 

				“Something has happened, hasn’t it? Something bad. Something that is going to make my life miserable, isn’t it?”

				“Get inside,” she barked, unlocking the apartment door. 

				“No,” he whimpered. “You look homicidal, and I have a broken toe!”

				“Henry.” She lowered her voice to a menacing growl. “Get inside or so help me I will throw you down the stairs!”

				He moved with deft swiftness he normally didn’t possess even without a broken toe, squealing like a terrified little girl as he rushed past her. Making a straight beeline to Linus, he got the cat into his lap as a shield should she come for him.

				Without saying a word, Jolene presented him with the note and watched him read over it.

				“Okay,” he said after a minute. “So what? You knew she didn’t like you, so there’s no big news there.”

				Jolene rolled her eyes and wondered in secret if it always hurt so much to do that or she just never did it enough to tell. “Yes, I did know that.”

				“No big deal then,” he chimed in. “Or did she hurt your feelings? I bet that’s it. She hurt your feelings, didn’t she?”

				“No, Henry, she most certainly did not hurt my feelings,” she uttered through clenched teeth. “You hurt my feelings. You made me angry. You, not her!”

				Confusion clouded his face. “Me? How could I have hurt you? You see right there in the note that I have not called or texted her. I’ve not done a thing!”

				“Make it up to her? Love always?” Jolene flopped onto the mismatched chair and sighed. “Why didn’t you just tell me that Emily was your girlfriend? I was never going to allow anything physical to happen between us again, so if you thought that was going to make a difference then you were wrong.”

				He shook his head no. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m lost.”

				“Oh, stop!” Her words cut through the room like a knife whizzing through warm butter. “It’s all right there.”

				Looking about, Henry feigned a confused look. “All right where? What are you going on about?”

				“For pity’s sake, Henry! The note! The one right there in your hand.”

				He looked at his hands as if seeing the note for the first time. “This?” 

				“Yes, that,” she puffed with exasperation. “Read it again.”

				“Why?”

				“I cannot even . . .” She snatched it away from him and read it aloud. “Now, what else is there to say?”

				“You’re blowing this way out of proportion?” He furrowed his eyebrows. “It’s just a note, Jo. That’s all. A note from a petty girl who hoped another petty girl would read it and blow up. Which, by the way, is exactly what is happening here. So, in other words, you are allowing Emily to win by falling into the trap she set for you.”

				“That is just not true, Henry.”

				He nodded in silent argument. 

				Rising from the old chair, she sedately walked to the door and let herself out, leaving him to chew on her words. The nerve of him! She congratulated herself on having kept her own emotions and feelings in line and not falling in love with Henry. All he had wanted was to get her into bed. She paused at the corner and looked up toward the window in her apartment. 

				Well, okay, she reasoned, he had got her into bed. But that was a technicality. They hadn’t slept together—darn, they did sleep together. But there was no sex, so she couldn’t be pegged on that point. It wasn’t like they ran around in front of one another naked and tempting one another. A scene from the unfortunate hallway and bathroom incident stormed her memories. Drat!

				OK, so they had sex a few times. They hadn’t made a habit of it, she reminded herself. That didn’t mean Henry had won, by any means. She was an adult, and she could say when was enough. And so, she would.

				She turned at the next corner to access the pharmacy. All that didn’t matter anyway. It was feelings that counted, and she didn’t have any of those pesky little things for Henry she told herself with solid self-belief.

				“May I help you?” the lady at the counter asked.

				“Yes, I’m here to pick up prescriptions for Henry Charbonneau,” Jolene replied.

				“Two of them, yes?” The lady took the bag from under the counter. “There is no copay. His insurance covered it all.”

				Jolene felt confusion rush through her befuddled mind. “Are you sure? Could you check the prescriptions again? I want to be sure he gets the correct medications.”

				“Yes, I’m sure. Thank you and come again.” The lady closed the divider separating her from the rest of the world. 

				Jolene stared at the divider and frowned, tucking the bag into her large purse. What if they gave him the wrong thing? What if he got worse instead of better? Although she had never heard of anyone dying from a broken toe, it could be possible. 

				She bit her lip, fending off the barrage of anxiety that lately plagued her. “It’s a broken toe,” she repeated to herself. “He will be fine. Just be glad you don’t have feelings for him.”

				Buttoning her light jacket around her in the spring breeze outside the pharmacy, she muttered, “Yeah, right.”

				Pulling the ancient flip phone from her pocket, she picked out the number she needed.

				“Edgar Hatch,” the attorney answered his phone with detached energy.

				“Mr. Hatch? It’s Jolene Benningfield.

				“Hello, my dear. How are you?” 

				“I’m okay, but I wanted to tell you about Henry’s injury.”

				“Oh, dear. What’s happened with him?” Concern edged his voice. “Is he all right?”

				“Yes, he’s fine,” she assured him. “He broke his toe. I took him to the doctor this morning and I’ve just picked up his medications.”

				“How on earth did he break his toe?” Edgar asked, a hint of amusement in his voice.

				“He was walking about in the dark,” she explained. “Whacked it a good one, I think.”

				“Apparently. Is he in a cast?”

				“No, they just righted it and taped it. I do think he’s in a good bit of pain, though.” Jolene cut through an alley to reach the neighborhood pizza place.

				“Give him my best, dear, and I do hope he heals up quickly.”

				Pausing in the alley, she stopped and took a deep breath. “I’m sure he will, Mr. Hatch. But as soon as he is able, I need Henry to go home. I feel I’ve sacrificed enough toward this exercise in readiness. He knows what he’s doing, and he won’t throw all his uncle’s money down a mineshaft or whatever. But in all honestly, I need to be moving on with my life. And Henry needs to be moving on with his with Emily.”

				“Emily? Emily Norbert? That Emily?”

				Jolene realized for the first time that she didn’t even know the evil girl’s last name. “I suppose so, but I’m not sure what her last name is. Anyway, Henry is in love with her and plans to reunite with her as soon as this is all over, so let’s allow him to get on with it. Okay?”

				“Give me a while to work on this. I’ll call you back.”

				“Great. Without even saying goodbye, Jolene flipped her phone closed with a pop. Tears flooded her eyes. She couldn’t stand to even picture them together without her heart cracking apart a little farther. The pizza diner’s door screeched as she stepped inside. How long would it take a broken toe to heal, she wondered, then realized it would be far shorter than a broken heart.

				~ ~ ~

				Henry’s foot, complete with heavy, cushy sock, rested on the arm of the sofa. His head rested on several throw pillows, and a large black and white fur-covered lump purred by his side. Jolene felt complete fury as she gazed on them.

				“You know, Linus,” she commented, “you are my cat. You do remember that, don’t you?”

				“I was your cat, Mommy,” replied a small, comical voice. “But now I love Henry, and I will be his cat.”

				“Don’t make me break your toe completely off, Charbonneau.”

				He laughed. “Don’t blame me for what your cat says and feels.”

				“Mm-hmm. So, are the pills taking effect? Pain easing up?” She forced a fake smile for him.

				“Oh, yes. I feel much better,” he admitted. “I rather like these drugs. I can see why people become addicts.”

				“Oh, great. Now I’ll have a Crystal Dawn right here in my own apartment,” she muttered. “As if the world needs another one.”

				“No, no. Don’t worry about that. I would never abuse drugs,” he said defensively.

				“Because you know it’s wrong?” Jolene rolled her eyes.

				“No because they’re a waste of money, and you taught me better than that.” His fingers trailed along Linus’s soft fur in a random pattern, oblivious to her reaction.

				“Yeah, you definitely don’t need to get these very often.” She pulled the bottle off the table and took it to the kitchen.

				“Could I have some water?” he called from the couch. 

				She bit her lip and took the cold jug from the refrigerator. “Sure, I’m getting it.” More than anything, she wanted to have this talk with him and get it over. Edgar Hatch’s return call had gone as she expected it would. The date was chosen; the deed was almost done. Although Mr. Hatch was not in favor of cutting out the last three weeks all together, he did agree to a final week to get things in order. It was time. 

				“Here you go,” she said, handing him the water.

				Henry smiled up at her with a goofy, half-drugged smile. “Oh, thank you so much. You are just so good to me.”

				Swallowing hard, she sat down on the edge of the sofa. “Are you with it at all in there, Hen? Or are you stoned?”

				“Oh, I’m in here. Just very relaxed.” His eyes stared into hers. “You know, you have beautiful eyes, Jo.”

				“Thank you.”

				“We will make some very beautiful babies,” he murmured as his eyes closed.

				“Babies?” She caught her breath. It was the drugs. That was just pure pain pill talking there. Wasn’t it?

				“Henry, wake up.”

				His eyes fluttered, then snores began to fill the space around him like lightning bugs on a summer night. She left him be. Not even she could disturb such good rest.

				~ ~ ~

				Savory aromas filled the tiny apartment as Jolene pulled a luscious meatloaf from the oven. The ketchuppy, sticky red glaze gleamed in the kitchen light. Baked potatoes emerged next, cradled carefully in her oven mitt. A multi-color salad sat on the table. It was, she decided, a meal fit for royalty. Or for a good-bye, she added with mental clarity.

				As the oven door slammed shut, she heard grunts from the sitting area. “Jo? Is everything okay?”

				“Yes, Hen. Just putting dinner on the table.”

				She saw his head pop into view as he sat upright on the couch. “That smells like Heaven,” he gasped, inhaling with deep effort. “What is that?”

				“Meatloaf, potatoes, and salad. Go wash up and we’ll eat.” Jolene poured two glasses of iced tea and took her place at the table.

				Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, she felt him coming nearer more than heard him. She motioned to his seat and gave him a weak smile. “I hope you like meatloaf.”

				“I love it. I haven’t had it in ages either.” He busied himself preparing his baked potato. “Good grief, I didn’t know you could do this.”

				Jolene laughed. “I’m poor, not stupid.”

				“I just meant . . .” He paused then said, “I can’t wait to get started.”

				She filled his plate and watched him dig into the meal. From the look on his face and the numerous “mmm’s” coming from him, she was pretty sure he liked it.

				“If you don’t mind, I’d like to go over a few things I talked about with Edgar Hatch today.”

				He nodded, continuing to eat. He motioned his finger in a circle like a director for her to go on.

				She sipped her tea. “Okay then, umm, well I talked with Mr. Hatch and it would appear that he has changed his mind about the deadline.”

				Henry raised his face. “Hmmm?” 

				“Yeah, looks like you are free as a bird tomorrow and then you get seven days to report to him, file your report, and finish all this business up.” Jo nodded, keeping her eyes locked on his.

				He swallowed hard. “But-but what about my toe?”

				“Your toe will be fine.” She pushed the food around on her plate. She hadn’t eaten a bite.

				“No, I think I need a bit longer. It still hurts a lot.”

				“You have a nice place of your own where you can recuperate,” she stated with firm assurance. “And it’s time for you to go home.”

				“Jo . . .”

				She shook her head. Unwilling to argue any fine points he might dream up, she rose and reached into the refrigerator. She pulled a large, decadent chocolate pie from the shelf and sat it on the table. “I made this for you too. Just a little something special.”

				His eyes never left her face. “I don’t understand, Jolene.”

				“I told Mr. Hatch that you’ve passed every test I’ve given you, and that no one should have a worry about your ability to handle the money. You have graduated at the top of your class.”

				“I don’t want to graduate. I don’t want to be a student who passed,” he said, his hands pressed firmly on the old Formica table as he raised himself up. “I want to know why you’re doing this.”

				“There’s no use in getting all upset, Hen.” Gathering the dishes, she sat them in the sink with gentle care. 

				“I demand you tell me why you’re doing this, Jo. Tell me!” His voice rose.

				“I also spoke with Mr. Patterson today. I’ll be going back to work in the morning. And you can gather your things to go home in peace.”

				He stared at her in disbelief. “Why, Jo? Why?”

				Pausing at the edge of the tiny hallway, she turned to him. “We both knew it was coming, Hen. And now it’s here. Time to say good-bye. Please put the food away. Goodnight.”

				Jolene gathered up her cat and went to her room. She set her alarm and put on her big tee shirt. She skipped brushing her teeth because she just didn’t have the intestinal fortitude to face him again. Lying very still and making no noise, she stared at the darkness and began to count as she listened to Louisville’s night sounds all around her. People living their lives. Boats on the Ohio River moving coal and grain downstream. Airplanes taking off and flying to other places, faraway places that she would now have a chance to see for herself. And dishes being washed and put in their places in the next room. 

				She would not allow herself to cry, no matter how she ached with hurt. There was no mourning over the loss of someone you never had anyway. It was time to return to the woman she had been before this crazy mess and say good-bye to silly fantasies about handsome, funny young men who have no need for poor girls with cats.

				A tear slid across her face and onto the pillow. She realized no matter what else happened, these were just the start of a flood of tears she would cry over Henry Charbonneau.

				“Dammit, Billy Hank,” she wept. “Why did you do this to me?

				~ ~ ~

				When she rose to ready herself for work, Henry was already up and straightening out the couch from what looked to be a restless night. He had coffee going, for which she was immensely grateful.

				“Morning,” she said with a cautious smile.

				“Good morning, Jolene,” he addressed her with a formal nod.

				“I’ll just take a quick shower,” she said. “Would you like some breakfast?”

				“No, thank you. I’ll eat at home.”

				“Okay, then. I’ll be just a minute.” She shuffled to the bathroom, wondering how she would be able to keep her mind together today. A big part of her wanted to tell him she had changed her mind, but the rest of her shushed her and reminded her that this was the way it was meant to be. 

				Showering quickly, she wrapped her bathrobe around her and hurried out to have coffee with him one last time. But he was gone. Silence rang through the apartment like a bell tolling her heart away in a cloud.

				“Hen?” she called, as if he were somewhere still there in the tiny apartment. “Henry?”

				Linus meowed. 

				“I know he’s gone. I know.” She slumped down on the sofa. It smelled like him.

				“What a predicament,” she told the cat. “Welcome back to the lonely lifestyles of the young and stupid.”

				She drank the coffee he had made. Straightened the bed he had slept in twice. Dressed in an outfit he would have said was far too plain. 

				The bus ride was long and loud and of no interest to her at all. She entered the laundromat and prepared for a long day of nothing. Jolene wanted nothing more than to go back to her empty apartment and lie on the couch. 

				“Miss? Excuse me?” a voice asked. 

				“Yes, what can I do for you?” She stared at the man in confusion. He didn’t look like the type to be in a laundromat.

				“I’m Zeke, a reporter from the Courier. I’d like to talk to you about your experience here last week. The attempted robbery?” He smiled a perfect orthodontist-crafted grin.

				“Go away.”

				“But an interview—”

				“I said ‘go away’” she grumbled.

				“This would be a great story,” he countered. “And aren’t you a friend of Henry Charbonneau’s? Did he play a part in your experience?”

				Jolene stood up, pointing toward the door. “Get the hell out of here and never darken this door again! Got it?”

				The sparkling grin faded, and he nodded. “Fine. Okay. Thanks anyway.”

				Jolene watched him walk toward the steel and glass door. He paused and looked back with a hopeful face.

				“Go!”

				This time Zeke neither pretended nor dallied. He hit the door and scattered down the sidewalk.

				She huffed. What a joke. Why would anyone care about her story? She was a nobody, just like her drugged-up robber. In two months, no one would remember either of them. Henry was the only element in the story that would be of any interest to anyone. That must have been it. This Zeke animal knew Henry, or knew of him, at least. 

				Customers began to string in to do their laundry and Jolene was relieved of the burden of thinking about him every minute for the rest of her shift. If not for Linus, she had to admit, she would just as soon stay at the laundromat forever instead of going back to her home. Maybe she should plan to move as soon as Mr. Hatch gave her the money.

				The constant vacillation of wanting to go home and never going home again, loving Henry more than life and hating him with the fiery passion of Hell, along with the headache that plagued her all day left her feeling sick and exhausted.

				Vick arrived to take over the shift, and Jolene gladly relinquished the reins. “Have a wonderful time,” she told him. “And just be careful.”

				She stepped out onto the sidewalk and hailed a cab. Her day had just been too much to wait for a bus.

				~ ~ ~

				Relaxing on the couch with a new paperback and a meatloaf sandwich, Jolene felt the strain of the day draining away. It would take time, she reassured herself, to adjust to being herself again. No more lessons on frugality and no more constant blabbing by someone who felt they knew everything in the world. And no more laughing, she had to admit to herself. No more heart thumping each time he called her “Jo.” 

				“Stop it,” she said aloud. “He’s a human being. A man. That’s all.”

				She turned a page and realized she hadn’t really read a single word. 

				What was he doing at his beautiful apartment? He probably wasn’t even there. He was probably out with her. Emily. The Gorgon. Blech!

				Her cell phone rang, and Jolene rushed to answer it.

				“Hello?” Her voice, she realized, sounded far too excited and hopeful.

				“Jolene? This is Mary McManus, dear.” 

				The older lady’s kind face formed in Jolene’s mind. Oh, she hadn’t even thought about Mary in ages!

				“Are you all right, dear?”

				Jolene snapped to with a start. “Yes, Mary, how nice to hear from you. I am just fine, thank you. How are you doing?”

				“Well, I was a bit alarmed when I read about your robbery situation at your work, Jolene,” she said. “I wanted to check on you.”

				“Oh, Mylanta! Was that in the paper?” Jolene slapped a hand to her forehead. “Why would they put that in the newspaper?”

				“I’m sure I don’t know, but it upset me. I was wondering if you would like to get together this evening for some coffee, or maybe a drink?”

				“I’d like to do that, Mary. Where would you like to meet?”

				“Let’s just meet here at my house. I’ll send a car for you. No need to take that nasty bus out so late. Keep a lookout in about thirty. I’ll make some G&T’s.”

				She was gone before Jolene could reply. Looking down at her scruffy jeans and tee shirt, she hurried to her room in search of something a bit more presentable. Looking through her limited wardrobe, she chose a printed blue cotton dress and a light sweater to go over it. Being as summer had not fully arrived, she didn’t want to get too cool in her night out.

				Clothes. The mere thought of them made her want to vomit. She didn’t have anything decent in terms of fashion or style. She would have to buy some if she planned to go to college, but she had no idea of what to buy or where to go find them. Perhaps Mary would help her with those questions. Or one of the four hundred million other nagging problems swirling round in her head—how she wished someone could tell her what to do and which way to go from here.

				She finished dressing and looked out the front window just in time to see a stately vehicle pulling up outside. Smooching her cat goodbye, she ran down the stairs plucking cat hairs from her lips. She knew better than to put lipstick on before leaving the house!

				The car’s driver leapt out to open the door for her, and she settled in quickly. Mary’s home was only a short ride away, and Jolene enjoyed the view from the backseat as they passed the beautiful, historic downtown homes. A few times she had found herself in front of the “Gatsby” house. According to local lore, the structure that inspired F. Scott Fitzgerald’s character design of Daisy’s childhood home was that very house. She enjoyed looking at it and knowing that a piece of her town had such a deep connection with such a classic masterpiece.

				There were other such touchstones, of course. Muhammad Ali hailed from these same city streets and look at the impact he made on the world. She sighed, feeling ever smaller in the scheme of life. Hunter S. Thompson, another writer, had started his life and career there. She frowned. A lot of greatness was knitted into her home, but all she wanted was just to live with appropriate means and not to worry every single day how the next bill would be paid.

				The house door swung open as the car pulled up in front of Mary’s home. She was a welcoming figure backlit by the warmth of her home, and Jolene smiled at the sight. 

				“You come on and get in here,” she called from the door. “I think it’s going to rain.”

				Jolene hurried toward the open door and into Mary’s hug. 

				“Girl, I have been missing you!” 

				Jolene nodded. “It’s been a while now, hasn’t it? What a wild season this has been.”

				“Let’s settle down in the library, and you can tell me all about it,” Mary said, leading her inside.

				The warm, overstuffed chairs were perfect for a night of gossip, confidences, and tall frosty glasses of gin and tonic. As they relaxed, chatting as if they were two old friends, Jolene realized that she needed this female friend in her life. She had spent so much time alone since her mother died and had foregone the usual female bonding between friends that most girls experienced in college or workplaces. 

				“Mary, thank you so much for inviting me over tonight,” she said at last. “How fortunate for me that you called. I haven’t had a very good day today.”

				“Something to do with a certain spoiled brat I know?” Mary offered, peering at her over the rim of her glass.

				“You could say that,” Jolene hedged. “He went home this morning for good. The experiment has ended.”

				“I heard about it,” the older woman said, sighing. “I still don’t really understand why Billy Hank set this all up, but it’s over now.”

				Jolene narrowed her eyes. “And how did you hear about it, as if I didn’t know?”

				Mary’s sheepish look told her confession. “He was here at noon. We had lunch.”

				“I see. So that’s what prompted your invitation to me?”

				“Not at all. Well, not entirely. I had wanted to call you before now, but I figured you had your hands full with the brat. And then he damn near killed your cat.” She shrugged. “I just thought it would be better to wait until you were more available.”

				Jolene bit her lip for a moment. “I appreciate that, but it worries me that he ran over here and told you I made him go home.”

				Mary shook her head no. “He didn’t say that.”

				“That surprises me. I’m not going to question you about what he said, because I don’t want to know.” She sat her glass on the table and waved off Mary’s offer for more. “Whatever his opinion of me or our experience together is really none of my business. I did the best I could and feel that he learned a lot.”

				“I hope so,” Mary replied. “But he seemed like the very same selfish kid I’ve always known.”

				Jolene closed her eyes and sighed. “Please don’t tell me that. Please don’t tell me he reverted into a spoiled monster in one day’s time.”

				“I’m sorry to say it, but he has.”

				“Ugh. I thought the real Henry had emerged. Come to find out, he played me all along.” Jolene lifted her hands, palms up. “I did my best, but now is the time I start looking out for me.”

				Mary clapped her hands together. “Yes! Just what I wanted to hear. And by the way, that reminds me of something. I have a few boxes of books for you. Remember?”

				“Oh, my! I had forgotten. Goes to show you how stressful these weeks have been that I would forget about books.” She laughed. 

				“So, is that what you plan to study in college? Library Science? That would fit you to a tee.”

				“I have considered that, along with a few other possibilities. Mary, where are the good stores to buy decent clothes? I’d like to start school with some new wardrobe updates.”

				Mary’s eyes lit up. “Now you are talking my subject!”

				And talk they did—for hours the two discussed styles, colors, stores, shoes, dresses, jeans, boots, anything but Henry Charbonneau.

				At midnight, a bleary-eyed driver returned her and three boxes of library-quality books to her apartment, even helping her carry the cartons upstairs. She fell into an exhausted heap and slept the night through, only wondering about Henry as her eyes closed. She hoped he was sleeping well.

				Jolene, as it developed, was not sleeping well. Every hour or so she awoke thinking she heard someone in the apartment. She couldn’t fall back to sleep, and no sooner than she did a noise would wake her again. 

				She never heard those things when Henry was around, she reminded herself. “Shush,” she muttered. “It’s a mouse. Linus needs to get on the job.” At 5 a.m. she arose from her bed and stumbled to the shower. This would be a rough day for her, to be sure. She sure hoped Henry could . . . 

				She stopped, water dripping down her face. She had forgotten he was gone. It was like second nature for her to include him in her morning thoughts. Who was she trying to kid? Her morning, afternoon, all day, middle of the night, and every waking or sleeping moment of her life included thoughts of him. Jolene turned the water off and grabbed a towel. She missed him. 

				~ ~ ~

				Jolene counted out change and slammed it on the counter. “Thank you and have a nice day,” she grumbled.

				Mrs. McKinney stared at her then turned away mumbling, “Damn crazy people, never know what they’re thinking up, people getting robbed, other people throwing money around. Makes me crazy my own self!”

				Jolene watched the old woman shuffle back to her seat near her machines and in line with the television. Had she been sharp with her? she wondered. She didn’t mean to be. Stress was weighing her down, and all she really knew was that she had to start living a new life now. A different life that was void of about two-thirds of her heart.

				She had noticed that morning that Linus was not eating well. He picked and meowed and fussed, shooting for the door any time he heard footsteps in the hallway. The poor cat was missing Henry too, but Jolene had no way to explain it all to him. Hell’s bells, she thought. I need someone to explain all this to me.

				She was at loose ends with herself, and as her mother used to tell her, when you can’t stand to be around anyone and even you are getting on your own nerves, clean something. It gives you something to think about and focus on besides feeling sorry for yourself. 

				Jolene chuckled. That must have been why their home was always so clean. Her daughter had not inherited the clean gene that her mother had possessed, but so far the health department hadn’t shown up to close her down. Now she was laughing out loud as she pushed the wide dust mop through the facility. That was another one of her mother’s frequent sayings—the health department will come and close us down! She was a grown girl by the time she realized that was never going to happen, and her confusion still brought a smile out.

				Dust and limp used dryer sheets piled up as she made the rounds with the mop. She had to admit, she was feeling some better already. Bless her mom’s heart.

				The weird tone of her cell phone sounded through the area, and she ran to get it.

				“Hello?” she answered without looking at the screen. 

				“Jolene? This is Edgar Hatch. How are you?”

				“I’m fine, sir. Thank you. How are you?” She bit her lip. This could only be about one thing.

				“I’m also fine, thank you.” His warm voice flowed through the phone line like honey. “I guess we have a little business left to conduct. Can you come to my office tomorrow afternoon?”

				“Certainly. Is after work all right with you? I get off at three-thirty, if that’s okay.” She squeezed her eyes tight.

				“That’s perfect. We can go over the affidavit you need to sign about Henry’s time with you, and then I can give you your check. I’ll bet you’re excited, eh?”

				She felt her lower lip pull to one side. “Oh, yeah. Just thrilled.”

				Silence met her from his end. “Is everything okay, Jolene?”

				“Oh, yes, just fine. I’m a little busy here, Mr. Hatch. I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”

				“Okay, dear. See you then.”

				Their cell phones disconnected, and she flipped hers closed. One of the first things she had to do was update her phone. Right after figuring out how to live the rest of her life with a big gaping hole in it.

				“Excuse me, miss? Can I get some detergent? I ran out.” A dark man, withered by life and work, stood at her counter. His smile warmed her heart and she nodded. 

				“Right away, sir.” She raced around the counter to the cash box.

				“Hey, you’re the lady in the paper. The one who got Crystal Dawn,” he added. “I’m much obliged to meet you.”

				She handed him the box of soap powder and smiled. “I think it is I who is honored here. Nice to meet you, Mr., errrmm . . .”

				“Johnson. Mr. Lewis Johnson, at your service,” he said with a smile. 

				“It’s a pleasure, Mr. Johnson.”

				“You are one brave lady to take on that Crystal Dawn,” he said. Admiration shown in his eyes. “I believe you are the kind of woman who could do anything she set her mind to.”

				Jolene smiled. “That’s some mighty high praise, Mr. Johnson. I’m not at all sure I deserve it, though.”

				“Sure, you do,” he assured her. “Do you know about the things she did?”

				“Other than sticking a gun to my head and trying to rob me? No.”

				He pulled a stool up to the counter and sat down across from her. “That is one bad girl, I tell you. Some of my friends and I were at a street festival a few years ago. Artie had been playing some of those games of chance, you know like picking numbers and such. He hit it big and won like a few thousand dollars.”

				“Good for Artie,” she replied, wondering where this was going.

				“Good for Artie, not so much. We were getting tired and ready to walk home to the senior apartments where we live. Only that Crystal Dawn followed us. When we went to cut through the back of the park, she jumped Artie in a grove of trees we were in. She dang near beat him to death. My other friends and I tried to help him, but she was so high she just kept on hitting him. Artie was in the hospital for a solid month after that.”

				Jolene gasped. “How awful!”

				“That girl not only got Artie’s money, but she also took the sight in his left eye. Blinded him, she did. So, yes, Crystal Dawn has a bad reputation in these parts. What she did to my friend was only one in a long line of bad incidents she caused. Robbing, beating, the list goes on.”

				“I had no idea she was that bad.”

				“Drugs will make you do a lot of things. Make you act a lot of ways,” Mr. Johnson said, shaking his head. “And she got that monkey on her back.”

				Jolene patted his hand. “Thank you for telling me that story. I need to do some things in the back, but if you need any help with anything just holler for me.”

				“I will, and it was nice to meet you,” he said. “Just wait until I tell Artie and the guys about this.”

				She waited for her new friend to move out of earshot, then she dialed Edgar Hatch’s number. “Hi, yes, this is Jolene. I need a little help with something, and I think you are the perfect man for the job.”

				~ ~ ~

				Thursday morning dawned hot and humid, summer’s hello after a mild spring in the River City. Jolene listened to the radio in the laundromat, dreading the influx of high temperatures again. She wasn’t sure she could last another summer in her apartment.

				A reminder popped up in her brain. She may not have to endure another sweltering summer season. She could move! And after today, she would have her funds that would allow her to do just that. She turned to the desktop and brought up a search engine, typing in “Louisville Apartments for Rent.”

				Scrolling down through the websites, she was hit with a wave of nostalgia. She had lived in that neighborhood most of her life. How could she adjust to something new? 

				“With grace and dignity,” she mumbled under her breath. “Fear be damned!”

				She checked the time again. The clock on the office wall insisted it was only fifteen minutes since she last looked, but that didn’t seem right. Hadn’t she been in this laundromat for more like twelve hours and fifty-four minutes? Laughing at herself, she turned her attention to the screen in front of her and perused the listings.

				They had to accept pets, of course. And it had to be small—no huge sprawling complex for her and Linus. Maybe a little bigger than what she had now, but no need for anything too large with just the two of them.

				Memories popped up in her mind like soap bubbles from a time when Henry was washing dishes at her sink in the kitchenette. “This place isn’t big enough to swing a cat in,” he exclaimed. 

				“I should certainly hope not,” she had replied. “There will be no cat swinging in here.”

				The two of them dissolved into fits of giggles, laughing hysterically at a joke that wasn’t really all that funny. They had enjoyed each other. They had fun together. 

				She shook her head. That was over. This was now and it was time to concentrate on the future and forget about the past. There was a two-bedroom unit for rent in the building where Emily’s party had been held. Jolene still wasn’t sure if it was Emily’s apartment or one of their other friends.

				What did it matter? Did every thought entering her mind have to hinge on Henry in some way? 

				She jotted down a few addresses and phone numbers from the apartment listings and clicked off the computer. Her meeting with Edgar Hatch was still a few hours away. While she was excited about receiving the check, she was equally excited about the project she had asked his help with the day before. If anyone could get it done, he could. 

				Few customers streamed in throughout the day, and early afternoon brough Mr. Patterson and his newly hired worker to replace Elmore. “This,” he said by way of introduction, “is Penny Warren. She will be taking the evening shift, starting today. We’ve gone over a few things, but maybe you could show her the ropes?” 

				Jolene peered past the thick lenses of his glasses into his hopeful eyes. “Of course, I will show her,” she said. “You know I would do most anything for you.”

				“This I know,” he agreed. “You are a gem, my dear Jolene. A true gem.”

				He settled into the office as Jolene showed Penny around the facility. The girl was young, but in actuality close to Jolene’s age. She just seemed so much younger.

				“This is how we remove the fronts of the dryers to clean the lint traps,” she explained, pulling the metal plate off the machine. “It’s important you do that often, and not just once a shift. Lint builds up quickly and it promotes fire hazard.”

				“How long have you worked here?” Penny inquired, gazing around.

				“Not all that long. Is this your first job?”

				The girl nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t really want to do this, but my aunt made me. I live with her, and she said I have to get a job.”

				“Well, okay then. Let’s move on to the circuit breakers.” Jolene led the way, wondering if leaving this kid alone here at night was a good idea.

				Before either of them realized it, the afternoon was over, and it was time to part ways.

				“Mr. Patterson,” she called. “I have an appointment, so I’m going now. Penny is trained up on my end.”

				Her boss shuffled out to her. “Yes, yes, you go to your appointment, and I will stay here with our new girl. Hey, where is Henry? I thought I might see him today.”

				“Umm, Henry has moved on. I was training him for some business life maneuvers, and now he is out using them,” she said, grabbing her purse from under the counter.

				“When you see him tell him Mr. P says hi.”

				“I will do that,” she promised. “Y’all have a good evening.”

				Escaping into the late afternoon city noise, she willed herself to stop hearing Mr. Patterson asking about Henry. Where is he? She didn’t have a clue, and for as much as it ripped her heart into pieces, she admitted to herself on that street corner that she may never again know.

				Snagging a cab, she climbed into the back and tried to relax. Her heart was heavy, and she felt sick to her stomach. In just a few minutes it would all be over, and every association she had with Henry would be gone forever. How could she ever get over that, she wondered?

				Traffic snarled the turning lane, putting the cab into a holding pattern. Jolene gazed up at the sky, noticing that darker clouds were gathering. The hot, humid day guaranteed a heavy rain that evening. When it seemed that they would never get into the street where Hatch Attorney at Law was located, they managed to squeak through. Inching down the thoroughfare, Jolene felt her anxiety build. This was the last time, she thought over and over. The very last time.

				The cab pulled up in front of the building, and Jolene handed the fare and a generous tip through the window to the driver. “I’ll be calling for a ride home in a half hour or so. If you’re not occupied, swing by for me.”

				He nodded and motored away. 

				Jolene took in a deep breath and entered the office, forcing herself to look unassuming and nonchalant. To her, those were just words. She could never ascribe those terms to herself—especially not today.

				Her heart pounded as she opened the door to Mr. Hatch’s reception area. The girl behind the desk nodded and picked up the phone. Jolene heard her say, “She’s here.” After what seemed like an eternity to Jolene’s overstressed cardiac system, the door into the hallway leading to Edgar’s office opened.

				“This way, please,” the receptionist said, leading her down the hall. “Right in there.”

				She turned and walked back to her area, leaving Jolene alone.

				“Come in, Jolene,” Edgar called, motioning to her to enter. “I believe you know this gentleman.”

				Much to her shock, Henry sat in the seat nearest the window, looking through documents.

				“Yes, I do,” she agreed. “How are you, Henry?” 

				He threw her a half-guarded look. “Fine.”

				Edgar’s eyebrows shot up, but he remained quiet. Motioning her toward the other seat, he pulled a folder of papers from his drawer. 

				“Okay, here are the two documents I need for you to sign, Jolene. Just there where the indicator is pointing. One is the affidavit stating that in your opinion you believe Henry has learned all he can from you, and that you gave him the best education that you could give.”

				She signed the paper and sat back, waiting. 

				“And you, Henry, sign at the bottom of this one, agreeing to those things, as well.”

				He took the pen and signed, barely looking at the document.

				Just as they seemed to be finished, the receptionist appeared at the office door. “Excuse me, sir, but a messenger just delivered some documents for you.”

				“Excellent!” he yelped. “I’ll be right back. You two sit still.”

				Unnatural silence filled the office in the wake of Edgar’s departure. Henry busied himself looking through the pile of papers in his lap, while Jolene just stared at her hands. She didn’t know what else to do. She wanted to say something, but what?

				“Henry,” she began tentatively, “I was wondering something.”

				He never looked up from the document in his hand. “Mm-hmm?”

				“Well, I just thought perhaps—”

				He held up a finger “Just a sec. I need to mark this passage.”

				“Oh. I remember you. The first Henry—the real Henry. The one that I just couldn’t like no matter how hard I tried,” she whispered. “Yeah, I remember you.”

				After a long moment, he looked up and said, “I’m sorry. Did you say something?”

				“No,” she replied, batting back the tears in her eyes. “I never said a word.”

				Edgar bustled back in, rubbing his hands together. “I do love it when things all work out, and even better than I planned. First, Miss Benningfield, your very generous donation of the reward money in the capture of Crystal Dawn, has been divided so that the enigmatic Artie has been repaid for the money of which Ms. Dawn robbed him. Five thousand, I believe?”

				She nodded.

				“The remaining fifteen thousand has been donated to a senior citizens center that Artie, Lewis, and their friends all frequent, therefore giving them all the benefit of their aggressor’s capture.”

				Jolene smiled. “Thank you very much for doing that for me, Mr. Hatch. I knew you would know how to handle it.”

				“Oh, there’s more,” he added. 

				“More?”

				Edgar cast a glance toward Henry, who was staring out the window.

				“Yes, umm, I believe you recently met a man named Angus McRaine?”

				She stared at him in a confused haze, shaking her head. 

				“Henry?” Edgar gave a little cough.

				“Emily’s party. My tall friend,” Henry said with noncommittal interest.

				“Oh, him. Yes, I did meet him once. Such a nice man.” She tried to look at Henry, but he kept his face turned toward the window.

				“Well, that very nice man would like you to operate the senior center. He claims he knew when he met you that you had a spirit for great things. Are you interested?”

				Jolene stared at Edgar with her mouth open. “Are you kidding?”

				“No, I’m quite serious.”

				“Yes, I’m interested. Of course, I am.”

				Edgar nodded in satisfaction. “I spoke with him earlier and told him I would relay the offer. Now, if you two have finished with any loose ends you need to tie up, I suppose we are done here. Jolene, I have taken the liberty of having your money deposited in your account. As of today, you are a hundred thousand dollars richer.”

				“Thank you, Mr. Hatch. Thank you for everything.” She stepped around the desk to give him a hug.

				“My pleasure, dear,” he said. “Take care of yourself. Call me if you need anything.” 

				She gathered up her purse and paused. “Henry, I . . .”

				He waved her off. “Don’t. Just please don’t.”

				His voice, so gruff and unlike him, struck her like a knife in the chest. She left the office, fleeing out the front door without looking where she was going. The cab waited for her as she had hoped it would be, for nothing else mattered in that moment but getting as far away from Henry Charbonneau as possible.

				~ ~ ~

				Angus called her and they spoke at length, agreeing to meet the next day to make plans for the senior center and her role there. She was surprised to find out that he and Henry had been making plans to renovate the center in honor of Billy Hank.

				“So how did you end up calling Mr. Hatch about me,” she asked. 

				“No, dear. He called me at Henry’s request. When Henry found out about you donating the reward money, he asked Hatch to recommend you for the job. I was onboard, naturally.” His warm, mellow voice made her feel even more sad and lonely than she had when she arrived home.

				“All right, Mr. McRaine, I will see you tomorrow,” she said, eager to disconnect. 

				“Good deal, and it’s Angus. Okay?”

				“Okay. Goodnight, Angus.”

				She flipped the phone closed and sighed. “Linus, our lives are about to change big time. I hope you’re ready for this.”

				The cat ignored her. She realized in a jolt that she had nothing appropriate to wear to a meeting with Angus McRaine, and it was certainly too late to go shopping at this time of night. Running to the bedroom, she tore through her closet in search of something—anything—presentable to wear. Thin cotton sundresses were tossed in a pile. Tee shirts landed on top of them. Thrift store pants and tops flew through the air. She dropped to her knees and started pulling garments out of a steamer trunk with wild abandon. 

				She stopped with sudden recognition. The shirt in her hand had once been red but now had large bleach spots all over it. Unfolding it, she read the words out loud to the cat sitting next to her. “I love a good time.” A sob caught in her throat. “Oh, Linus, he’s gone. He’s really gone, and all we have left of him is this hideous shirt!” 

				Holding it to her face, she sobbed into it and cried, “I will never get over him.”

				“I’m glad to hear that, because he will never get over you either.”

				Jolene pulled the shirt away from her face and stared at the cat, then looked up into the face of the man she loved.

				“Henry,” she cried, jumping to her feet.

				“Yes.” He held out his arms and she threw herself into them. “Oof! You pack a punch there, baby.”

				“Oh, it’s you, it’s really you,” she squealed, hugging his neck. 

				“Of course, it’s really me,” he said, holding her to him. “Who else were you expecting?”

				“Maybe me?”

				They turned around in shock to find Edgar Hatch standing in the bedroom doorway. 

				“Don’t you people lock your doors?” he asked. “I’m glad to see that you’ve both come to your senses. You know that was what Billy Hank wanted all along. He loved you both and felt that if you could spend some time together you would love one another, too. And you did.”

				They looked at each other and then back to the attorney. 

				“So that old buzzard planned this just the way it happened,” Henry said. “I must give him credit. He was right.”

				“But wait,” Jolene protested. “What about Emily?”

				Henry groaned and rolled his eyes. “What about her? That was all in your head, and Emily caught on to it. She played on your fears. There was nothing ever between us. I tried to tell you that.”

				“Oh, what a relief.” Jolene sighed, hugging him tightly.

				“Well, I think my work here is done. Henry, I’ll expect to see you in my office to get busy with the Charbonneau businesses. Jolene, best of luck at the senior center. And by the way, I do expect an invitation to the wedding.”

				“Wedding?” Jolene asked. “I hadn’t even thought of that.”

				“We’ll get on that next week,” Henry replied, kissing her deeply. “But for now, it’s just the three of us together again.”

				“Yes,” Jolene agreed.

				Meow, Linus declared.
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