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Chapter 3


“I’ve got good news and bad news,” Steve smiled at Heather when she entered the office a short time later.


“Start with the good news,” she sighed.


“They can give me a man-sized car.”


“Very good. We wouldn’t want you crammed into an economy-sized toy car,” she gave some papers to Malia and turned to face him. “What’s the bad news?”


“It won’t be ready until after three, so you’re stuck with me for four hours.”


“That is bad news,” Heather frowned. “I had planned to work this afternoon, but what am I going to do with you?” 


“Having lunch would be great,” Steve sighed. “I’m starving and I have no wheels, and if you don’t want to do lunch I guess I won’t be having it until after three.”


“You do need to have lunch,” Malia suggested helpfully. “And it won’t hurt you to take a few hours off.”


“We both need to have lunch,” Steve said hopefully.


Heather couldn’t help smiling a little at his imploring attitude. It reminded her of her young nephews. She studied him for a moment. He really did seem like a nice enough guy. She wouldn’t see him again after he picked up his car, so she supposed a few hours with him couldn’t hurt.


“Let me wash my hands and get out of these coveralls, and your wish is my command.”


Watching her walk toward the backroom, Steve began to grin. As if sensing his thoughts, Heather turned and shook her finger at him.


“Within reason,” she arched her eyebrows. “I have veto power.”


She turned and took two more steps, then turned back again.


“Oh, Malia,” she said. “Feel free to gush and ask for an autograph!”


Steve saw the twinkle in her eye as she turned again and disappeared behind the closed door.


“Oh, wow,” Malia, Heather’s cousin and receptionist, did indeed gush. “You’re really here. Steve Jeremiah of the Grizzlies. You touched my desk. I’ll never work anywhere else now that I’ve seen you in this office. Can I have your autograph?”


“I’ll be happy to,” Steve turned his most dazzling smile on the exuberant young woman. “Do you have paper and a pen?”


“Oh, oh, yeah, yeah, yeah,” Malia fumbled around on her desk, giving a cry of triumph as she came up with a pink sticky pad and a green pen.


“Please tell me you will never show this to anyone else,” Steve held the pink pad rather gingerly.


“Oh, right,” Malia snatched the pink pad away and thrust a yellow one at him. She sighed, “Sorry about that.”


Steve wrote a quick note and handed the pad back to her. Malia read it aloud with a sigh.


“‘Malia, your smile warms my heart, Steve Jeremiah, #95,’” she sighed a very gushy sigh and clasped the pad to her breast with both hands. “I’ll smile for you any day, Steve!”


“I said you could gush, not drool,” Heather said drolly as she strode into the room.


“She wasn’t --”


Steve’s mind went blank when he turned and saw his mechanic. She did have curves in all the right places!


Without her coveralls, cap and sunglasses, she was obviously feminine. Delightfully so. It was embarrassing to think he’d even for a moment mistaken her for a boy. 


Her hair was still pinned up for work, but Steve could now see that it was glossy black, probably long and curly too. She was dressed simply in a black t-shirt and shorts that flattered her figure without being too clingy and revealing. Her legs were very long and well-muscled like a biker or a dancer. Because she wore flip-flops, he could see that she had toe rings. Four of them. Her eyes were hazel, tending a little more toward green, and they were suddenly curious under arched brows.


“You have a problem with my slippers?” Heather lifted her shapely right leg and wiggled her foot. “What’s wrong with my prom slippers?” 


“Look who’s drooling now,” Malia muttered under her breath, just loud enough for Steve to hear. He tried not to blush.


“Prom slippers? What?” Steve ran his hand through his hair. “No, no. It’s not your flip-flops, it’s your toe rings. I’ve never seen so many. Never seen any, come to think about it.”


“Malihini,” Heather rolled her eyes at her cousin and sighed. “If you’re going to spend the off season in Hawaii, you’re going to have to learn some culture, malihini.”


Malia giggled and nodded vigorously in agreement.


“Mala-whatie?” Steve looked from one grinning woman to the other.


“Mah-lee-hee-nee,” Malia pronounced it distinctly.


“Newcomer,” Steve didn’t miss Heather’s slightly disparaging tone. “If you’ve been driving that BMW on the roads of Oahu for a year, you should know a little something about the place where you’ve been driving it.”


“Ah, about that,” Steve ran his hand through his hair again and had the grace to look sheepish at being caught in his exaggeration. “You know I haven’t actually been driving it that much since I was on the Mainland for the last eight months.”


“Oh, really,” Heather smiled wickedly, acknowledging that she’d caught him. “Did you hang around with any kamaaina last year?”


“Kama-whata?” Malia giggled again and Heather rolled her eyes.


“Kamaaina. Locals. Obviously not,” Heather shook her head.


“Not really,” Steve looked down at the floor. “I pretty much hung around the house, getting settled in, lounging in my pool, and healing up.”


“Oh, that’s right,” Malia gasped in sympathy. “You had some ribs cracked in the championship game when you got hit with that illegal block.”


Steve smiled at her sympathy.


“And bruised your ego when you lost the game,” Heather said with a smirk.


“Thanks for the reminder,” Steve’s heavy sigh was only partly to make Heather feel guilty for her remark. It did still hurt that he had made it into the Championship Game and lost.


Heather eyed him skeptically, not sure how serious his apparent pain was, but Malia was full of sympathy.


“Heather, that’s so mean,” Malia stood and frowned at her cousin with fists planted firmly on her hips. 


Heather caught Steve’s small smile as he snuck a look at her without rising from his dejected pose. She rolled her eyes, and stepped forward, grabbing his arm and shushing her cousin.


“First lesson, malihini,” she said as she dragged him out the door. “These are slippers. Not flip-flops and not thongs. These are rubber, hence they are ‘rubber slippers.’ Even the drug store ad says so. This pair just happens to be my ‘prom slippers,’ relatively new and gently used. After lunch, we’ll stop and get you a pair.”


“Where are we going for lunch?” Steve was willing to have Hawaiian culture lessons, but first things first.


“You buying?”


“Of course.”


“Good,” Heather smiled as she led him toward a very old BMW. “Cause I only have five bucks on me. If I was buying, it was going to be hot dogs and soda at Costco.”


“Are we riding in that?” The car could probably be green, but it was badly faded and had countless rust spots so he couldn’t be sure. Steve had serious thoughts about not being caught dead in such a vehicle.


“Relax,” Heather grinned as she opened the driver’s door. “I’m a mechanic. It runs like a dream, and the front seats are almost as good as yours.”


“Why does the outside look like the car should be in a junk yard?” Steve glared suspiciously over the roof of the car, crossing his arms over his chest in an obvious refusal to touch the door handle.


“Look, I’ve only had the car a few months,” Heather shook her head. “First things first. Mechanically, it’s better than your car right now.”


“That remains to be seen,” Steve scowled.


“Get in and you will see,” Heather followed her own advice and slipped into the car. Steve bent down to glare at her, arms still crossed.


“Where are we going?” He raised his voice to be heard through the closed window. 


“Genki Sushi,” was the muffled reply.


Steve jerked the door open and leaned in with his left arm on the roof of the car.


“You did not just say sushi, did you?” he glared at her.


“You don’t like sushi?” she looked over at him with innocent eyes.


“I’ve never had sushi, and I’m not sure that I’m ready for raw fish,” thinking about eating a catfish raw, Steve shuddered. Gross.


“Sushi is not raw fish, that’s sashimi,” Heather smiled sweetly. “But we’ll save that for another time. You like shrimp?”


“I love shrimp.”


“Then Bubba Gump it is. Get in and let’s go,” she waved her right arm to encourage him to get into the car.


“What’s Bubba Gump?” Steve asked as he slid into the car.


“Bubba Gump Shrimp Company. It’s Forrest Gump’s restaurant.”


“Really,” Steve paused with his seatbelt halfway across his chest. “That’s a real place, not just something from a movie.”


“Very real, delicious and fun for a movie buff,” Heather wagged her hand for him to hurry up. “Get your seatbelt on so we can go. My mouth is watering just thinking about it.”


Steve clicked his seatbelt and jerked in surprise.


“You have a dog,” he said, noticing the canine net for the first time.


“Brilliant deduction Sherlock,” Heather rolled her eyes as she turned to look over her shoulder as she backed the car. “What was your first clue?”


“The dog net, of course,” Steve grinned proudly. “What do you have, a Rottweiler?”


“Nope.”


“A pit bull?”


“Wrong again.”


“A bull dog?”


She shook her head.


“German shepherd?”


“Fourth down turnover.”


“You have a Chihuahua!” Steve feigned shock. “What kind of junk yard has a Chihuahua?”


“First off,” Heather frowned. “I don’t have a junk yard. I have an auto repair shop. They are vastly different. I don’t deal with junk.”


“Present car excepted,” Steve snorted.


“Present car not excepted,” Heather patted the dashboard. “Don’t you listen to him, sugar. You aren’t junk, you were just abused.”


“I stand corrected,” Steve tried not to let her lighthearted comment drag him back to a time when he was trying to learn that he wasn’t junk, just abused.


“With a little TLC, she’ll be better than she ever was before,” Heather’s tone was gentle, as if she knew his hidden pain. If her brothers had read all about him and told her what they’d read, maybe she did.


“She’s already come a long way,” Steve knew he was talking about himself as well as the car. “And you’re right about her running better than my car.”


“And she’ll be even better in the coming months,” Heather smiled softly.


And so will I, Steve sent up a silent prayer. Thank you, Lord, for the reminder that you aren’t done with me yet.

“But,” Steve took the conversation back into safer territory. “Your Chihuahua will still be a Chihuahua!”


“No, he won’t,” Heather raised her chin haughtily. “Because my Chihuahua is actually a Golden Retriever.”


“You have a Golden!” Steve was delighted. Grandma’s Golden had given him many great memories in a very sad childhood. “What’s his name?”


“Moose,” Heather laughed. “My nephew was learning his animals when I got Moose. Every furry four-legged animal was ‘moose’ to him, so it kind of stuck.”


“How old is he?”


“My nephew or my dog?” Heather asked.


“Both!” Steve grinned. “Start with the dog, but you may as well tell me what the moose lover’s name is too.”


“Moose just turned two,” Heather did a quick mental calculation. “So that means that Germy is almost five now.”


“Germy?” Steve looked horrified. “What kind of parents give a child a name like ‘Germy’?”


“Microbiologists,” Heather said smugly.


“You’re kidding, right,” Steve was shocked. “Please, tell me you aren’t serious!”


“I’m not,” she laughed. “His parents named him Jeremy, but his big brother, only two years older, dubbed him Germy.”


“And that stuck too,” Steve sighed with relief.


“Yeah, so I guess Moose was a kind of pay-it-forward thing,” Heather smiled brightly.


“Good thing the dog can’t escalate,” Steve shook his head in wonder. “Seems like you have quite a family.”


“I have a great family,” Heather agreed. “My mom, four brothers, two nephews and a niephew on the way.”


“What’s a niephew? Is that another Hawaiian word?” Steve hadn’t learned so many words in one day since he was in kindergarten.


“No, that’s a Mom word,” Heather smiled with the memory. “Back in the dark ages, before it was easy to tell the gender of a baby before it was born, my mom made up the word combining niece and nephew. It was her verbal shorthand.”


“And it stuck too,” Steve grinned. “Lots of sticky things in your family.”


“With two curtain climbers, you better believe it!”


“Your mom sounds cool,” Steve glanced out his window as he struggled with the lump in his throat. “You’re lucky to have her.”


“You have no idea,” Heather said softly, then remembered his orphaned state. “Oh, I’m sorry. I guess you do, having lost your own.”


“I keep forgetting that my life is an open book,” Steve was a little embarrassed. “Is there anything you don’t know about my life?”


“Everything Tim and Robert have read about you, they’ve shared with me. So, no, I don’t suppose there’s anything I don’t know.”


“So does that mean you’re as big a fan as they are,” Steve asked hopefully.


“I’m a big fan of the Grizzlies,” Heather emphasized. “You are just a side benefit.”


“Ouch, there goes my ego!” Steve scrunched down in his seat and pretended to pout.


“Wow, that’s really studly,” Heather laughed loudly. “If you’re going to act like that, why bother having an ego.”


“Touché,” Steve sat back up and stretched his left arm across the back of the seat. He immediately realized that while it was much more comfortable, his hand was only inches from the nape of Heather’s long, elegant neck. The temptation to touch her was great, but he couldn’t see a way to withdraw his arm without being obvious about his sudden attraction.


“So, since you already know everything there is to know about me, let’s talk about you,” Steve said. “Why do you have a Golden Retriever instead of a junk yard dog?”


“Watch it, mister,” Heather glared. “You’re treading on thin ice.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Steve acted properly chastised. “But seriously, why the Golden?”


“Moose is a therapy dog,” Heather said.


“A therapy dog? I’m impressed.”


“Don’t be,” Heather sighed. “I got him for purely selfish reasons.”


“Oh? What are they?”


Heather frowned and shook her head slightly, more to herself than to him. She suddenly became very interested in the traffic, too interested to answer his question.


Steve’s curiosity was really piqued now. There was a real story there, but she had just shut down, blocking him like a superstar offensive lineman protecting the quarterback. But he’d figure out someway around the block. He always did.

Chapter 4


Steve surrendered his fork and leaned back in his chair, stretching his legs out and sighing contentedly. 


“This was a great lunch,” he told Heather. “Thank you for bringing me here.”


“Even though you flunked the Forrest Gump quiz?”


“Even with that,” he nodded.


“I can’t believe you forgot Forrest played football,” Heather snickered.


“An inconsequential game for fools,” Steve replied haughtily, eliciting a hearty laugh from his companion.


“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” Heather smiled into her Speckled Lemonade. “The game’s not really inconsequential!”


“But it is for fools?”


“I didn’t say it, you did.”


“But you didn’t have to agree,” Steve smiled across the table and found himself wishing he had the right to hold the hand that was playing nervously with her glass.


“Ah, but I’m a painfully honest woman, remember,” Heather blushed as she ducked her head and looked at Steve through her thick, smoky eyelashes.


“How could I forget,” Steve replied with a heavy sigh and a sad, slow shake of his head. “You’re a cruel, cruel woman.”


“Ah, but I can make up for it by helping you look local,” she smiled brightly. Too brightly. He wasn’t sure he trusted her.


“What are you going to do to me now?” he asked cautiously.


“We’re already at the shopping center,” she replied pertly. “And you still have over two hours before you can get your rental car. No time like the present to get you some rubber slippers, board shorts, and a couple Aloha shirts.”


“Whoa there, little filly,” Steve drawled. “This Kansas boy doesn’t need anything but his t-shirt, jeans and boots.”


“If you were still a Kansas farm boy, that would be acceptable,” Heather corrected him. “But you’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto. You’re now an island boy. You can’t run around here dressed like a Kansan. Besides you’re not even wearing boots, you have on jogging shoes.”


“Nope, no way,” Steve crossed his arms very firmly over his broad chest, tucking his hands in and compressing his lips like a little boy rejecting broccoli.


“Yep, yeah way,” Heather leaned across the table, challenging him by pushing into his space. “It’s what Pete Kalaau wears when he’s on Oahu.”


“Yeah, but that’s Pete,” Steve knew he was going to lose this one, but he was going to take it to the fourth down before turning it over.


“Malihini,” Heather hissed.


Okay, maybe he’d punt on the fourth down instead of turning the ball over on downs.


“I get veto power?” he asked hopefully.


“Only on the specific item,” Heather grinned as she stood. “But I’m telling you what types of things you need.”


All too soon, Steve found himself downstairs in a clothing shop filled with a bewildering array of Aloha wear. Heather flew through the store, shaking her head and grumbling about the selection of material. Before he could actually focus on a pattern long enough to see what was in it, she was already out the door.


“Wait,” Steve followed hot on her heals. “I thought we were going to get me some Aloha shirts.”


“We are, but not from there,” Heather sniffed disdainfully. “Those are all much too ‘old man.’ You need something bolder.”


“Define ‘bolder,’” Steve asked cautiously.


“You’ll see when we find it,” Heather smiled smugly.


And they were indeed bold. Two stores later, Heather finally found ones that she liked. He was doubtful about the three shirts, one black, one navy blue and one a bold orange. All three had large leaves and flowers and something he was pretty sure was supposed to be leis splashed across them. When he tried them on, he wasn’t sure, until he saw the approval in Heather’s eyes when he stepped out to model them for her. Oh, yeah, he was getting these, and wearing them. But the board shorts and rubber slippers?


“Do you know how white my legs are?” Steve whispered to Heather when she started sorting through the board shorts.


“Do you know that you have a secluded backyard with a swim pool?” she whispered back. “Hang out there until you’re decent enough to be seen in public.”


“But why?” Steve tried to repress the whine that wanted to come out with his plea.


“Because I said so,” Heather said and amazingly kept a straight face.


“But I don’t wanna,” Steve let the whine out.


“Malihini,” Heather hissed.


“You know that’s not going to work very long,” Steve glowered.


“I know. But it works today, doesn’t it?”


“Okay, okay. But I’m not trying these on today,” Steve growled. “Just get me what you want in a size you think will fit. If it doesn’t, I’ll donate it to the Salvation Army.”


Steve also refused to take off his shoes to try on rubber slippers, so when they finally headed back to the car, he had three Aloha shirts that definitely fit, and four board shorts and two pair of slippers that might fit.


As they strolled along, Steve was thinking hard about trying not to think about what Heather would do if he tried to hold her hand. She suddenly stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.


“What’s up?” Steve looked quizzically at her.


“Is that weird for you?” She nodded at the window of the store they were standing in front of.


“Is what weird?” Steve turned and saw the jersey in the window of the sports store. His jersey. “Yeah, that’s weird. But not as weird as seeing myself walk away from me.”


He nodded toward a rather large man who had just passed them wearing a Grizzlies’ ninety-five jersey. 


“Let’s get out of here before someone puts two and two together,” Steve took Heather’s arm and practically dragged her down the walkway.


“Lighten up and don’t be so obvious,” Heather pulled her arm from his grip. “Act naturally and they’re less likely to focus on you long enough to connect the dots.”


Steve looked askance at her. “It almost sounds like you’ve had some experience?”


“Does it?” she replied curtly as she walked purposefully past him. Why did she have to say that? She didn’t want to talk about her past with him.


She was definitely hiding something, and Steve was getting that feeling he sometimes had. There was something God wanted to do here. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he did know that he needed to get her to talk. He caught up with her quickly and grabbed her arm again, pulling her toward the food court.


“How about some desert?” he said as he hauled her over toward an ice cream counter.


“I don’t want any,” she tried to snatch her arm out of his grip, but this time he wasn’t letting go.


“Sure you do,” Steve stopped and smiled with narrowed eyes. “And if you don’t, I’m going to make sure that everyone notices us.”


“Why?” she challenged.


“Because I want to know what you’re hiding,” Steve replied softly but firmly.


“What makes you think I’m hiding anything?”


“I’m not stupid, Heather,” Steve said softly. “I know the signs. I once had secrets too.”


“I guess it’s only fair,” Heather grumbled with poor grace. “Since I know all your pain you may as well know mine. Fine. Give me the bags. I want something with lots of chocolate. I’ll be over there.”


Heather found a seat at one of the few two-seater tables in the food court and sat so she could watch Steve as he waited in line at the ice cream counter. How had she let the man get under her skin so quickly? She wasn’t exactly a private person, but neither did she dive right into relationships like she had today.


Not that she was calling this a relationship. It wasn’t. It wouldn’t, couldn’t be. But somehow Steve Jeremiah was turning out to be a man who was much too likeable, and she was having a hard time keeping him out. He made her want to think about possibilities, made her want to trust him. Maybe it was the shock of seeing her number one hero sitting on the wall at the blowhole, waiting for her. He was certainly turning out to be everything she had imagined, and then some.


It had to be the confusion over whether to admire or resent him. Steve was stressing her, and she’d always tended to speak without thinking clearly when she was stressed. It was as simple as that. He wasn’t really getting under her skin, she was simply stressed and therefore talking too much. She wasn’t starting a relationship after just a few hours with the man, especially since she’d started off so poorly. When he picked up his car later this week, she’d be done with him, so she’d just take today as it came.


He was so much more gorgeous in real life, Heather acknowledged to herself as he headed her way with the tray of ice cream easily handled by one very large hand. Those eyes made her think about laying on her back in the sand on a warm summer day, staring up into the blue, blue Hawaii sky. His hair was a brown so dark it was almost black, and it was thick with just a hint of a curl. And he was so very big. She had known he was six foot eight, Greg had given her that stat years ago, but it had become real today when he stood beside her and towered over her own six foot frame. No one but her older brother Luke and her dad had ever come close to making her feel that small. Actually, even they hadn’t because Steve was much broader, so well-muscled. Heather stifled a sigh as he sat across from her. Why was she wondering how it would feel to slip her hand into the warm safety of his very capable hands? 


“Ah, chocolate smothered in hot fudge,” Heather pretended her sigh was only over the chocolate delight Steve place before her.


Steve stretched his very long legs along the outside of the table, effectively but not subtly blocking her in. Obviously he wasn’t going to let her slide this time.


Heather ate a couple bites of her sundae before she realized that Steve wasn’t eating his. He was just staring at her, waiting.


“I’ll talk,” she sighed again. “Eat your ice cream before it melts.”


Steve picked up his spoon and waited expectantly. Heather wrinkled her nose and started talking.


“It really isn’t a big secret. You could actually Google me and find out everything for yourself.” Heather said hopefully.


“The details maybe, but not why it bothers you so much,” Steve motioned with his spoon for her to go on.


“Okay, you asked for it,” Heather fortified herself with another bite of chocolate. “I went into the Army shortly after high school. I was a wheeled vehicle mechanic because I love the work.”


Heather scooped up another spoonful of ice cream, half hoping that Steve would comment so she could get sidetracked. But he just smiled enigmatically and deliberately filled his mouth with another spoonful of his sundae.


“To make a long story short,” Heather sighed. “My second tour of duty I got stationed back here in Hawaii and soon found myself in the sandy desert instead of on sandy beaches.”


A quick glance at Steve revealed a flicker of sympathy in his eyes. He guessed where this was going. She took a deep breath and dove deeply into her story.


“It was supposed to be a routine pickup. A convoy had been attacked a few days earlier and two vehicles were left behind. Intel said the area was free of enemy activity and we were cleared to retrieve the disabled vehicles. Intel was wrong. We had just headed back to base when we came under enemy fire. We were lucky to make it back alive. I was wounded.”


Heather took another deep breath, pushing down memories of the sound of gunfire and men screaming, the smell of gunpowder and blood, the searing pain and rising panic. A large warm hand covered her suddenly cold one. The war receded into the distance when she looked into the deep blue pools of sympathy staring at her from across the suddenly too small table.

“I’m sorry,” Steve murmured softly. “I didn’t realize.”


“Oh, it’s okay,” Heather reluctantly pulled her hand from beneath his and picked her spoon up again. “My counselor says that talking about it some is good. That’s how I’ll break its power over me.”


“There’s more, isn’t there?” Steve picked up his spoon too. They both fortified themselves before Heather resumed her story.


“Since my injuries were serious enough to preclude a return to combat duty,” Heather continued. “They eventually shipped me back to Hawaii. My command made me out to be a hero, and since I was both kamaaina and stationed at Schoffield Barracks, I became a local media sensation.”


Steve grimaced in sympathy.


“So suddenly strangers knew who I was,” Heather shook her head. “And I heard hundreds of people telling me how I was a hero. And they made all those brilliant observations about how tall I am, what a role model I am for women, how proud they were, yada-yada.”


“I get the picture,” Steve saluted her with a spoonful of ice cream.


“I know you do. But it gets even better,” Heather swallowed and blinked, trying to control the tears that threatened. “This was the same time my dad was diagnosed with cancer. Some enterprising reporter found out and decided it made a good human interest story.”


Steve winced and shook his head.


“You mean, ‘Wounded War Hero Watches Father Die’ stuff?”


“Pretty much,” Heather nodded. “And they went on and on. So then Dad and I both got it, especially when we were together. They played out Dad’s cancer and my struggles to recover for everyone to see. Soon we began to get the well-meaning Christians who wanted to pray for us, as if we couldn’t or wouldn’t pray for ourselves.”


At Steve’s frown, Heather amended her statement.


“Oh, it’s not that we didn’t need or want other people’s prayers,” Heather scraped up the last of her sundae. “It’s the way they would talk. Some of them acted like we had some secret sin blocking our prayers. Or there were the comments like ‘Do you believe that God can heal anything,’ or ‘by his stripes you are healed.’ My dad was a minister for more than twenty years, and they acted like we knew nothing about God and prayer?”


“They meant well,” Steve reached across the table and once again covered her cold, trembling hand with his warm, solid one. She took strength and smiled tremulously. 


“I know, but that didn’t make it hurt less.”


“Listening to your story,” Steve directed his frown at the table. “I feel like my worries and pressures are so petty and unreal.”


“Oh, no, Steve,” Heather stacked her right hand on his. “They are very real and not petty at all. I can’t begin to imagine how much it hurt to lose the Championship Game. I’m a fan. I watched the game and it hurt to lose. It must have been agonizing for you, pouring your heart out on the field and still coming up short.”


“Yeah, but it isn’t life and death like you faced,” Steve shook his head in disagreement. “It’s just a game.”


“No, it’s not,” Heather leaned forward and passionately pleaded her case. “You have taken a part of our culture and used it for God’s glory. Sure, there’s no eternal significance for who won the Championship Game any given year, but you have bartered it to become something of great significance.”


In her earnest desire to encourage Steve, Heather was oblivious to the fact that she was narrowing the gap between them.


“On the field, you play with a rare combination of skill, speed, raw talent and heart that gets people’s attention,” she fiercely defended his life. “And off the field you live with an intentional moral goodness that inspires people because you got their attention on the field. You use that attention to point them to Jesus. You plant seeds of eternal life in countless young peoples’ lives. What you do has much more eternal significance then me saving a handful of lives over in Iraq. Your life isn’t petty.”


Steve stared into hazel eyes that flared green with passion. Suddenly he was fully cognizant of the fact that her lips were mere inches from his and he desperately wanted to kiss those lips.


Heather realized the precarious position her passion had placed her in. Quickly she snatched her hands away from Steve’s and sat back.


“I think we should go get your car now,” for a moment she looked wildly around her, trying to gather her equilibrium again. “What did I do with my purse?”


“You didn’t bring a purse,” Steve laughed gently as he stood with the tray.


When he returned from dumping their rubbish, Steve took the bags from her and offered her his arm. She ignored the offered arm and stalked out of the food court in front of him. If she had been a cat her tail would have been twitching furiously.


It was going to be a challenge getting to know this woman, but she was definitely worth the effort.

