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Breakthrough

by Anna Frances Mattea

Chapter 1

Alex quickly sifted through her in-box for a plain white envelope. She’'d
had a challenging morning . . . Digi-Pro Printing refused to take
responsibility for an error. The Development Department delayed the
release of the E-Value software. A key competitor had slashed prices in an

attempt to recapture market share . . .

But Alex loved a challenge . . . the more, the better. Focusing on the task at
hand, Alex found the envelope she was looking for—a note from Q.F. She
sliced open the envelope and extracted the page. Q.F.—whoever Q.F. was—
had sent a single comic strip this time. The first frame showed a CEO
jumping on a conference table, gesturing wildly, explaining his amazing
new idea for increasing profits. “Brilliant!” his staff exclaimed as they
clapped. But when the staff returned to their cubicles, they quickly filed
their notes in overflowing bins labeled “CEQO’s great ideas” . . . and then

resumed their ‘real’ work.

Alex smiled. The CEO reminded her of Cal, the owner and president of
Fischer Technologies, her current employer. Incredible, far-reaching
strategies occurred to Cal while most people slept. He spent the night
thinking through details, building enthusiasm . . . eagerly anticipating an
audience. Early on, his wife Marie made it clear he was not to wake her at
2 a.m. to discuss his latest brainchild. Any time after six o‘clock, she was

happy to make a pot of coffee and listen.
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But Cal was usually in the office by 6 a.m., drawing diagrams, creating
spreadsheets, firing off emails. One of the challenges for the executive
team was reigning in their beloved CEO, assessing priorities and making
sure Cal’s ideas were well funded and managed before launching his next
scheme. Alex adored Cal. She was grateful to him for hiring her away from
a corporation with no conscience to serve as Marketing Director at Fischer

Technologies.

Alex’s thoughts returned to the comic. She received notes from Q.F.
approximately once each week, usually on Fridays . . . as she had for the
past four months. The fact that she did not know Q.F.’s identity drove her
crazy. The postmark, flag stamp and simple initials yielded no clues. Alex
had combed directories and her memory for anyone whose name began
with “Q”— employees, colleagues, church members, fellow alumni,
girlhood friends, clients—no one came to mind. Somehow, she was
determined to tease Q.F. out and make this secret pal reveal herself. . . or

himself.
“So how’s our favorite marketing director today?”

Alex paused at the sound of Brian’s voice. As if he cared, she thought.
Fischer’s vice president of sales, Brian White, stood at her office door,
smiling. Brian had three hobbies in Alex’s opinion: 1) thinking of himself; 2)
admiring himself; and 3) advancing himself. The charismatic sandy-haired,
steel-eyed VP put on a caring veneer, and yet he was one of the worst gossips
Alex had ever met. Fortunately, she kept her private life walled off from her
career, so Brian had yet to discover any material he could use against her.

Alex intended to keep it that way.

Alex gave Brian a big smile. “I'm thrilled,” she answered. “Did you hear

about the response to our fall marketing campaign? Sales of the E-Vision
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software are up 50%!” And you had nothing to do with it. Alex thought
silently, knowing that fact would irritate him.

“Congratulations,” Brian said flatly. “Don’t forget the staff meeting.”

Forgive me, Lord, Alex frowned—her motives stunk and she knew it.

Please show me how to respond to that weasel.

Alex picked up her leather portfolio. She glided down the corridor to the
conference room, her well chosen heels tapping the linoleum floor. Her
designer shoes matched her sleek, lavender Armani suit. Alex never paid
full price for these items; instead, she found “gently used” clothing over
the Internet at great prices. Her well manicured nails complimented her
crisp shoulder-length haircut. Most would describe Alex as petite, but
what she lacked in stature, she made up for in spunk and a drive for
perfection.

When Alex stepped into the conference room, Cal, Brian and Mark were
already present. The only absentee from senior management was lIra, the
Chief Financial Officer. A moment later, Ira strode in, apologizing
profusely for his lack of punctuality. He's only 1 minute late, Alex smiled to
herself.

“The good news,” Ira said, adjusting his glasses, “is thanks to the success
of the E-Vision marketing campaign, our sales for this quarter are at an all
time high.”

“Woo Hoo!” everyone cheered. Cal clapped Alex on the back. Here at

Fischer Technologies, she was one of the guys. She liked that.

“It was a team effort,” Alex said graciously, seeking to soothe Brian'’s ego.

Her attempt went unnoticed.
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Ira—short, graying, good-hearted Ira—proceeded to summarize Fischer
Technologies’ current financial picture. Cal asked a few questions, but
overall, he was pleased. He turned the meeting over to Mark, Vice

President of Product Development.

Tall, athletic, reserved, Mark Hanson was a software engineer by training.
Somewhere in his mid-30s, Mark had a quiet, conciliatory way about him.
He put people at ease while inspiring them to do their best. Mark’s
creative team had developed groundbreaking products for HMOs and the
consumer health industry. He was very much in demand, and yet Cal and
Mark had worked together for so long, no one doubted they would work

together for the remainder of their careers.

Alex listened to each division’s report. Her marketing summary concluded
the discussion, with Cal, Mark and Ira congratulating her again on her

team’s success. Brian was noticeably quiet.

Shortly after the meeting, Alex left for her doctor’s appointment. For
months now, her scalp had itched. What alarmed her was a newly formed
patch on the side of her head, about the size of a nickel, completely bare.
Fortunately, Alex had hair to spare; her thick, straight strands had

disguised the problem. But, she did not want to take any chances.

Chapter 2

Dr. Stephens had known Alex’s family, the Rausches, for years.
“It’s good to see you, Alexa,” he smiled. “How are you?”

Only her family and closest friends called her “Alexa.” She had switched to

“Alex” during her college years, thinking a more masculine name would
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serve her better in the business world. Alex was the only sibling left in the
city. Her sister had moved to the next county; her brother, to Virginia. Her
parents had died in a car crash when she was twenty. Alex was grateful her

grandmother was still alive.

“I'm doing well, Dr. Stephens, thank you . . . except | seem to be losing my

hair.”

Dr. Stephens studied her scalp. “How long has this been going on?” he

asked.

“The itching has been going on for three or four months,” she said. “The

bald spot appeared about two weeks ago.”

“Hmmm. Have any of the women in your family been diagnosed with

alopecia?” Dr. Stephens asked.

“Not that I know of,” Alex replied. “What is that?”
“Hair loss,” he replied.

“Am | going bald?” Alex asked, alarmed.

“l don’t know yet,” the doctor replied. “I’'m going to tug on your hair at

various locations on your scalp.”

Dr. Stephens took hold of a small section of hair and pulled. He tried two

more sections.

“You are definitely losing hair,” he said. He studied some of the hairs
shafts.

Alex felt a wave of panic.
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“Alexa, alopecia is not fatal,” Dr. Stephens explained. “It’s a condition that
occurs in approximately two percent of the general population, both men

and women. Sometimes it goes into remission; sometimes it recurs . ..”
Alex gasped. “How can | stop this?”

“l want to test your thyroid function. We also need to look at your diet,
medications, any medical conditions . . .” Dr. Stephens paused as he

examined her scalp once again.

“l don’t see any hair follicles remaining in that patch on the side of your

head, which means you may have the scarring form of alopecia,” he said.
“What exactly does that mean?” Alex asked.

“It affects how we approach treatment,” he replied, avoiding a direct
answer. “I'm going to prescribe a topical ointment for now. You need to

check your family history. | want to see you early next week.”

With that, Dr. Stephens left to follow up with another patient. Alex tried to

collect her thoughts and reign in her emotions. Bald. I'm going bald!

* % k% % %

Alex was supposed to have dinner that evening with Hollister Vaughn, her
well known and much sought-after boyfriend. Alex called him from Dr.

Stephen’s parking lot and cancelled.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“Yes, just tired,” she replied. How could she tell him about her hair?

Hollister was an attorney with a well connected and influential family. He
had aspirations of running for public office; in fact, Alex and Hollister had

met at a political debate. They had been seeing each other steadily now for
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about three months. Alex had felt the relationship taking a positive turn.
She liked to imagine herself in an elegant white gown, softly saying the
words, “I do,” as she looked lovingly into Hollis’ emerald eyes.

Alex thought back to the day they first met. She was curious about the
candidates for governor and attended a debate to hear their positions
firsthand. During the break, a friend introduced her to Hollister, or Hollis,
as his friends called him. She was immediately smitten. He wore a dark

navy suit, accenting his tan, well proportioned form.

“What do you think of the debate so far?” Hollis had asked her. Alex gave
him an earful—she seldom lacked an opinion. Hollis disagreed with her
assessment of candidate Jess Armstrong. Alex suggested Hollis was buying
into Armstrong’s marketing spin and overlooking her track record. Hollis’
green eyes sparkled. He loved a good debate. Alex was full of fire. Not to
mention gorgeous and entertaining. They nearly missed the next round.
Hollis asked her out for coffee afterwards to continue their conversation.
He broke up with his girlfriend the following week. . . .

But what would Hollis think of a wife with no hair? “Arrrrrrgh,” Alex

moaned. She cried out to God: Please, please, don't let this happen to me.

On her way home, Alex stopped at Jordan Ridge, a nature preserve on the
outskirts of the city. She changed in the back of her car, threw on her
favorite sneakers and jogged to an outcrop of rock not far from the trail.
Alex climbed the rocks to a ledge in front of a steep rock wall and sat,
looking out at the view of the city skyline. She continued praying, asking
God for healing, seeking His peace. She thought about a passage in the

gospel of Matthew . . .

“ And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered. So don't

be afraid; ...”
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Alex sighed. She felt some comfort. God knew about her hair. He cared.
Eventually, however, there may not be much hair left for Him to count.
Alex prayed for a miracle.

* k) Kk k%

Over the weekend, Alex found two more bare spots forming at the back of
her scalp. Her insides twisted. Alex called Allie, her older sister, and
learned one of their aunts had gone bald in her thirties. Not good, Alex
thought.

“Why are you asking?” Allie wanted to know.

“l have a spot that itches on my scalp,” Alex replied, “It's not a big deal. |
was doing some reading and of course, started to worry | might go
completely bald. You know me. | always prepare for the worst. I'm sure it’s

nothing. How’s Gram?”

Allie frowned. She knew from her little sister’s tone it wasn’t “nothing,”
but she refused to pry. Alexa would tell her in her own good time.

“Gram’s okay for now, but not great,” Allie reported. “When | showed up
today, Gram had put dirty dishes back in the cupboard with the clean ones.
When we talked, she seemed to be struggling with why | was there. I'm
worried about her, Alexa. | had to remind her at least three times that she
had asked me over to help her put up some pictures. And then she couldn’t
remember where she had left them.”

“I'll try to see her this weekend,” Alex replied.

“Please do,” Allie urged. “Then you, Alan and | should talk.” Alan was the
gifted child, the favored eldest son. Even though their parents had tried to
be fair, they could not disguise the sparkle in their eyes when Alan strode
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into the room. Growing up, the girls always felt as though they were

competing for second place.

Alex gave Allie a hug over the phone. Allie had always been a rock for her,
and yet at some level, they were still competitors—sisters, three years
apart, both striving to be the favorite daughter. Allie had married
Jonathan shortly after college, had two boys within four years, and chose

to stay home to raise them.

Alex focused on her career, following the steps of their executive father.
She did well and prided herself on her track record. At the moment,
however, she felt selfish and superficial. Here she was, worried about her
hair, while Gram struggled with her memory.

Chapter 3

Three weeks later, Dr. Stephens confirmed his diagnosis of Alex’s scalp
condition—alopecia areata. The scarring meant there was little chance her
hair would grow back. “The best strategy is to try and arrest its progress,”
Dr. Stephens explained. He gave Alex a corticosteroid injection and

insisted she make another appointment in four weeks.

“Please promise me you will not worry,” Dr. Stephens consoled her.
“People don’t love you because of your hair, Alexa. You are going to be
okay.”

Alex appreciated Dr. Stephen’s attempt to comfort her. But his words had
little impact. Alex returned home, threw herself on her bed and sobbed.
That was Wednesday.

Copyright © 2007-2008 by Anna Frances Mattea. All rights reserved.



Breakthrough, page 10
www.matteaplace.com

Thursday, Alex called in sick. She needed a day to regroup . . . to think . . .
to plan. When she returned to the office on Friday, Alex found another
envelope from Q.F. waiting for her.

She absent-mindedly opened the latest note, wondering what Q.F. had
come up with this time. Q.F., her unknown friend, had sent a verse from
Psalm 55:

“Cast your cares on the Lord and he will sustain you; he will never

let the righteous fall.”

Following the verse, Q.F. had scrawled “Are you okay?” with an email

address, one she did not recognize.

Alex tensed. She quietly closed her office door and paced the floor. Had
she been so obvious? She mentally reviewed the last four weeks. She had
maintained her routine. She had tackled her usual pursuits as if nothing
were wrong. Hollis seemed oblivious. No one at work or Bible Study had
said anything. Alex thought she had completely hidden her distress.
Apparently not. Whoever Q.F. was, wherever Q.F. was, she or he had
noticed something. Please Lord, Alex cried inside, don't let anyone find

out!

Alex needed to determine Q.F.’s identity. She needed to know how she
might have given herself away. . . . and she needed to know now!

After a quick dinner, Alex sat at her keyboard in her home office and
typed:

“Hello Q.F. — Thank you for sending all the notes. Great quotes and

comics. Enjoyed the book reviews. Can we meet for coffee? --A. R.”

Alex hit the send key. Minutes later, she received a response.
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“Alex, I can’t meet right now. Can we switch over to ‘chat’?” Q.F.

gave her instructions.

Alex wasn’t sure she liked the chat idea. But if Q.F. turned out to be a

weirdo, she could always turn off her computer and call the police.
“Alex, are you there?” Q.F.’s message flashed on her screen.
“Yes,” she answered. “When can we meet?”
“I'd rather talk online,” Q.F. responded.
Is Q.F. hiding something? Alex wondered.
“Are you male or female?” Alex asked.
“Male,” came the response.

“Are you married, divorced or dating anyone? Is that why you’d

rather talk online?”

“No and no.”

“Good. What does Q.F. stand for?”
“Quiet Friend.”

“What a pain,” Alex typed, punctuated with an LOL for “Laugh out
loud.” “Do you know how much time I've spent trying to figure out

whose name begins with ‘Q’?! May I call you Quentin?”
“I'm sorry,” Q.F. replied. “Quentin is fine.”
“How did you become a Christian?” Alex asked.

From Q.F.’s notes, it was clear he was a believer . . . and he knew about her
faith. That simple fact ruled out anyone from her past or from the office.
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Alex kept quiet about her beliefs; no one except her family and her

Christian friends knew she had made a commitment to follow Christ.

“I met the Lord through Campus Crusade in high school,” Q.F.
replied.

“Do you go to my church?” Alex asked.

“No comment,” Quentin wrote. “I'd rather not tell you who I am for

now.

But Alex wanted to know now, not later . She tried a different
approach. “Why did you start sending me notes?” Alex inquired.

“Have you ever met someone and instantly felt a connection?”

Yes, thought Alex, thinking of Hollis. Maybe Quentin was Hollis? The
possibility warmed her heart.

Q.F. continued, “You are someone | would like to know better.
Circumstances limit communication, so | opted for the notes—a

poor substitute, but the best I could do. May | ask you something?”
“Okay,” Alex replied.

“The last time | saw you, you seemed weighed down, Alex. Is

everything okay?”

Alex froze. Where had she last seen him? Could she trust this guy? What if

he wasn’t Hollis?

“l thought | was doing a decent acting job,” Alex responded. “I wish
you could tell me when and where we saw each other so | can figure

out how I tipped you off that anything was wrong.”
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“l doubt most people would notice. But I'm praying for you. Do you
mind?”

This is insane, Alex thought.

“Please don’t say anything to anyone,” Alex shot back. “I did get
some distressing news and I’'m worried about someone in my

family. I'm not comfortable sharing more . . .”
“No problem,” Quentin replied.

“So,” Alex continued, “what if we each share three things about
ourselves that few people know? . . . And you get extra bonus points
for something really personal.”

Alex figured this would be a good test. She could reveal “juicy” information
that wouldn’t cause too many ripples if it got out. Over the next few weeks,
she would watch and listen, looking for any sign Quentin had leaked her

confidences.

“Okay,” Quentin answered. “I'll start. 1) | have a weakness for
warm, cinnamon sticky buns; 2) I'm planning to start my own
business; 3) When | was 17, my brother died.”

“I’'m very sorry about your brother,” Alex said. “How do you come to
terms with the fact that someone you love is no longer here?” Alex

still missed her own mom and dad.

“I still miss him,” Quentin wrote. “You never completely get over
the gap when someone is gone. The smallest things can remind you
....Your turn.”

“Okay,” Alex replied, “1) When I'm stressed, there’s a special place

at the nature preserve—Jordan Ridge—where | go to think; 2) I
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once dated Andy Parish, the talk show host, before he was famous;
3) My nickname in college was Bubbles (if this leaks out, you are
toast).”

“Don’t worry. You can trust me.”
Alex wrote back, “So what are you planning on the business front?”

Quentin described his interest in global warming and some of his
experiences in the music world. “There’s a company in Maine that advises
musicians on how to make their tours more eco-friendly. I'm evaluating
whether or not it is possible to offer more comprehensive services and do

something similar on a national scale at a profit...”

Alex was instantly caught up in the idea. She asked Quentin a number of
guestions. They discussed issues. Alex made observations from a

marketing perspective.
“Thank you,” Quentin wrote. “You are very good!”

“The advice is good only if you succeed; and | think you will,” Alex

replied.

They signed off well after midnight. By the end of the conversation, Alex
had ruled out Hollis as Quentin’s alter ego. She could not remember the
last time she’d seen Hollis recycle anything let alone express concern

about changes in the climate.

She woke the next morning, thinking about additional strategies Quentin
may be able to use. She would send an email that night. And she would
keep what she shared about herself at a minimum. Alex wanted to see if
the nickname “Bubbles,” or anything she had mentioned came back to her.
She pulled on her sweats and dashed off to meet Hollis.
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Chapter 4

Alex met Hollis, her prince, by the river trail. He looked impeccable in his
crisp blue sweat suit, not one hair was out of place. His well carved
features and vivid green eyes held her spellbound. How fortunate she was
Hollis had noticed her!

Hollis gave her a hug and a quick kiss on the cheek. “Good morning,
beautiful,” he said. Alex felt herself relax. Hollis was here. Everything was
going to be okay. Alex and Hollis jogged the river trail together, enjoying
the pleasant October morning. They shared stories from the week and

discussed plans.

“My folks are celebrating their 40th wedding anniversary in February;”
Hollis noted between breaths. “We are planning to take them on a cruise
to Bermuda. Will you come?”

“l would love to!” Alex replied, hearing wedding bells in the back of her
mind. What a perfect opportunity for Hollis to ask her to marry him,
unless he was planning to ask her over the holidays. Alex smiled with

anticipation.

When she returned home, Alex came up with a plan for dealing with the
alopecia. She would fight it as long as possible, but in the event the hair
loss did not stop, she would buy a wig—actually two. Ignoring the expense,
Alex began the process of ordering two full lace wigs, matching her current
hair color and length. When they arrived, she would shave her head and

start wearing them. No one would know the difference.

A plan always left Alex in better spirits, but she still couldn’t bring herself

to tell her friends, family, or even Hollis. He was so perfect. How would he
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respond to having a girlfriend—or a wife—with a physical defect? Other
than her height and the hair loss, Alex had to admit God had been very
kind to her. Her large, almond eyes sparkled when she smiled. Her high
cheek bones, Mediterranean skin and fine features made people think of
models in fashion magazines. She had always been slender and made sure
she kept herself fit.

Over the next few weeks, Alex and Hollis attended events, went to Bible
study, enjoyed the outdoors and spent time with his family . . . but Alex felt
increasingly uncomfortable. Maybe she didn’t need to tell him. No, that's
ridiculous, she thought. The first time he discovered her swimming, bald,

no doubt he would feel betrayed. Please dear God, give me wisdom.

Maybe Quentin would have some ideas? Alex wondered. It had been
more than a month since her first correspondence with him. He continued
to send notes and comics, but made no attempt to get in touch with her
unless she initiated contact. And she did. They talked online about his
business plan. They played a game to see who could come up with the

most creative questions. . .

“If you were shipwrecked on a tropical island, what books would
you want with you?” . ..

“What historical figures would you most like to meet and why?”. . .
“What are three things people do that drive you crazy?”

Alex enjoyed Quentin’s sense of humor on line as much as she did in the
comics. No matter what they discussed, nothing came back to her off line.
No one called her “Bubbles” or giggled at church or in the corridors at work

when she walked by.

Just to be sure, Alex asked Brian if he had heard anything recently about

her family or her college days.
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Alex instantly had Brian’s attention. “Is there something | should know?”

he asked. “Why don’t | take you to lunch. We can talk.”

“No, thank you, Brian,” Alex smiled. “I was just curious.” She knew her
guestion would prompt him to make inquiries. If there was dirt to be
found, Brian would find it. One week later, still nothing.

By the end of the five weeks, Alex found herself chatting on line with Quentin
at least three times each week. He seemed trustworthy. She needed to talk
with someone. Why not Quentin? What was the worst thing that could
happen if news spread that she was going bald? Alex braced herself and
thought through the possibilities. She decided it was one of those tidbits
people would feast on for a week or two, but then quickly forget as they
moved on to the latest gossip, especially if she kept her cool. She could deflect
any questions and leave people wondering; no one would know for sure. At
least she hoped that is what would happen. It might even be a relief to get the

word out.
That evening, Alex typed the email.

“Hi Quentin. If you are free, | was wondering if we could chat for a
few minutes at 8 p.m. —A.R.”

Almost immediately, an email came back.
“Sure. Talk to you then. ”

Alex felt more and more nervous as 8 p.m. approached. She signed on
early and waited. What would Quentin think? Why did she care???

“Hi Alex, are you there?”

“Yes.”
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“Thank you for your ideas the other day,” Quentin noted. “I'm
taking the marketing in a new direction. But we can talk about that
later. What's on your mind?”

“Hold on,” Alex responded. “I psyched myself up to ask you
something and now I'm shaking. I’'m so on edge. Is this silly or

what???”
“What's wrong, Alex?”

“Okay, I'll just put this out there. I'm seeing a doctor for treatments
to my scalp. | have something called alopecia—I’'m losing my hair
and unless we find a remedy that works, | could be bald by next
summer. ...wait... | need atissue ... How vain is this! It’s hair,
not cancer. People don’t die from this. Far worse, my grandmother
is having trouble remembering things,” Alex revealed. “She is losing
her mind and I’'m worried about losing my hair?! How selfish is
that.”

“Alex, I wish I could be there with you. I’'m sorry to hear about your
hair and your grandmother. You are going to be okay. God has not
forgotten you. I'm thinking you will be just as beautiful without hair

as you are with it. How can I convince you of this?”
Alex blew her nose and smiled. Did Quentin really think she was beautiful?

“Thank you,” she said, “One wonders about these things. . .. So if
you were dating someone and you found out she was going bald,

would that matter to you?”

“Not to me. ...Why? ... Are you dating someone?”
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Hmmmm. So Quentin didn’t know she was dating Hollis? That ruled out

anyone from church.

“Yes,” Alex replied. “We’ve been spending more time together
lately. Hollis—my boyfriend—invited me on a cruise in February to
celebrate his parents’ 40t wedding anniversary. But every time |
think of telling him I’'m going bald, I can’t. I love this man and yet

I’'m afraid of his reaction.”

“Alex, give the guy a chance to come through for you. Men love to

be heroes. He may surprise you.”

“Thank you. I know | need to say something. Maybe this weekend.

We're playing tennis. Should be nice . . . fall colors and all.”

“Good. I will pray for you. Let me know how things go. And Alex, if
you are serious about Hollis, you need to ask him if he’s okay with
our correspondence. If he’s not, we should stop. If | were dating
someone, exclusively, I would want her to feel she could count on
me ahead of everyone else. | imagine Hollis wants the same kind of
trust from you. | wouldn’t mind if she had friends; what would
matter is the priority of those friendships . . . does that make sense?”

Alex paused. A jumble of thoughts surged through her mind. Quentin was
right, of course. But something about his words bothered her. Did Hollis
feel this way about her? Would they be able to rely on each other
unconditionally—ahead of everyone else—to get through life’s storms?
Together? After five months, Alex wondered. She suddenly realized she was

taking a long time to respond . . .

“Sorry, Quentin. I'm thinking about what you said. I'd like to

continue corresponding with you. . . . Are you sure you are single?
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How old are you? I’'m surprised someone hasn’t jumped at the

chance to be your wife.”

“Jumped at the chance? LOL. I've had two close calls but never
made it to the altar. I’'m close to your age, probably a little older.
There are worse things than being single, just as there are worse
things than losing one’s hair. Take care of yourself, Alex. I wish you
and Hollis God'’s absolute best and will continue to pray for you
both.”

“Thank you, Quentin. I will pray for you as well. —A. R.”

Alex sighed as she shut down her computer. She knew one thing. She did
not want to lose contact with Quentin. But would Hollis understand their
correspondence? And where was Quentin coming from? Would it bother
him to lose contact with her? How could Quentin be so “matter-of-fact”
about whether or not they continued to chat? If they stopped writing each

other, she would miss him. But would he miss her?

Alex had a strange dream that night . . . she was in a row boat with Hollis.
The wind began to blow, then howl. The waves around their boat grew
larger and more ominous. Suddenly, the water turned to icy, liquid hands.
The hands grabbed at her. Alex screamed. Cold watery fingers closed over
her, pulling her out of the boat, pushing her under, dragging her down.
She tried to get Hollis’ attention, desperate to let him know she was
drowning. But her words caught in her throat. Her mouth filled with
water. Alex caught a glimpse of Hollis through the waves; somehow, he
had managed to stay in the boat . . . he kept rowing. . . . She was drowning,

cold, forgotten . . . and he was headed for safety without her.

Alex woke, her heart racing. She had to know where Hollis stood.
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Chapter 5

When morning came, Alex called to confirm their tennis date. They met at
2 p.m. at the recreation center. It was a good match. Afterwards, Hollis
and Alex enjoyed a fruit smoothie, as they usually did. Alex enjoyed the
warmth of his touch, the thrill of having him so close.

“Hollis, I need to tell you something,” Alex ventured.

Hollis studied her face, his eyes brimming with affection. “What is it,
Alexa?”

Alex took a deep breath and sighed. She watched him closely as she told
him she was losing her hair and might be bald by summer.

Hollis sighed, taking her hand, “I am so sorry to hear that. Are you okay?”

“Some days are better than others,” Alex answered. “It’s a hard idea to get
used to.” Inwardly, Alex rejoiced at his response. Quentin had been right.

Hollis wanted to be her hero.

Hollis asked if Alex had gotten a second or third opinion. What experts
had she consulted? He asked many questions about the treatment and the

prognosis.

Even though the conversation had gone well, Hollis was unusually quiet as
they walked to their cars. When they parted, Alex kissed his cheek and
whispered “thank you” in his ear. He stroked the side of her face. “You're
going to be okay, sweetheart.” And with that, he was gone. Alex forgot to

mention her correspondence with Quentin.
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Hollis and Alex attended Sunday school and sat with each other during
worship, as always. Even though their conversation seemed normal, Alex
sensed Hollis was more distant, more reserved. She began to suspect he
was having a hard time with the alopecia. Cold, watery fear splashed down
her back.

The following week, Hollis backed out of Bible Study and a date they had
planned for Friday. He blamed work and was certain she would

understand.

“Are you sure this has nothing to do with me losing my hair?” Alex

challenged him.
“No, of course not,” Hollis replied. But Alex was not convinced.

The next week was much the same. Hollis seldom called. He found
excuses, albeit good ones, for not getting together. Alex felt a growing
sense of dread. He was not okay with her condition.

On Sunday, Alex confronted Hollis after church in the parking lot.

“Regardless of what you are saying or not saying, Hollis, I think you are
having a hard time with the fact | am going bald.”

Hollis stared at the ground. He slowly raised his eyes to meet Alex’s face.

“I am so sorry, Lexa,” he responded. “I want to be here for you . . . and yes,
I am having a hard time with it. You know I'd like to run for office
someday. What if the press finds out? Suppose | make a successful run at
the senate or the governor’s office. Can you imagine what the media could
do with the fact that a senator’s wife is bald? Think of the tabloids.”

Alex stared hard at Hollis, not believing what she was hearing. In a flash,

she realized whoever married Hollis wasn’t marrying a person, she was
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marrying a life of appearances, polls, and ratings. “You know, Hollis, there
are ways to use misfortune to your political advantage,” Alex replied
coolly.

Hollis said nothing. Alex felt her temper rising.

“I'll tell you what, Hollis,” Alex said, holding back her fury. “I’'m going to
make this easy for you. As of this moment, we are no longer in any sort of
relationship. Don’t call me. Don’t apologize. Don’t send email. Don’t send

flowers. We are through. Am | making myself clear?”

Hollis returned her stare, but said nothing. Wasn’t he going to fight for

her? Wasn’t he going to make some attempt to hold on?

Alex felt disgusted. She turned, shaking, got in her car and slammed the
door. She looked in her rearview mirror. Hollis simply walked away. He
never objected. He never even tried. Alex’s tears flowed. How could he be
so shallow? How could she be so blind? She felt as though someone had

torn out her heart and stepped on it.

Alex raced home. She threw on a sweater and her jeans. She wanted to get
to Jordan Ridge; she had to think. Alex grabbed a tissue, paused, then

grabbed the entire box and ran out the door.

* % % % %

Alex stared at the cityscape from the overlook on Jordan Ridge, not
believing what had just happened. Hollis, her prince charming, the man
she hoped to marry, had simply turned and left. Dear God, how could he
be such a jerk? She cried and cried. Eventually, the tears subsided. Far
back in her mind, it occurred to her that somehow, she might be better off.
What if she had married Hollis? In a strange way, she was thankful for the

alopecia, thankful for the chance to see Hollis under pressure. But her
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heart still ached . . . she had lost her dreams, her future. She wanted to talk

with someone . . . with Quentin . .. she needed to connect with him . . .

* % % % %

Quentin seemed, as always, to be waiting for her email. He wrote back

immediately. She wondered if he ever left his computer.
“Hi,” was all Alex said.
“What happened?” Quentin asked.

“Not good.” Alex wrote back. “Hollis is a jerk.” Fresh tears flowed.

She took a moment to deal with them.
“Alex, | am sorry. Are you okay?”

“No. But I'll be alright. Are you sure you and I couldn’t meet for

coffee? | could really use a friend right now.”

“You have no idea how much I want to be with you. Technology

only goes so far.”
“But you can't, right?”
“No . .. it would create more problems than it would solve.”

“What does that mean, Quentin?! I'm a big girl. Whatever the

problems are, I can handle them.”

“Alex, trust me. You will get through this disaster with Hollis. I'm

amazed he can’t see what he is giving up. You are one in ten billion.”

“Well, thanks for that. . . .” Alex filed Quentin’s comment in the
back of her mind. “How are things coming with your business
plan?” she asked, moving to safer territory.
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Quentin went on to describe the latest iteration. Alex was in her comfort
zone now . . . business planning . . . marketing strategies . . . it was nice to
get her mind off Hollis even if she could not understand why Quentin
refused to meet her in person. Then she started thinking, if he was always
at his computer, maybe he was disabled in some way, or maybe he was

disfigured . . .

As the business discussion wound down, Alex brought up a new
subject. “Quentin, have you ever worked with the handicapped or
done anything with Special Olympics?”

“Yes, in fact. Why do you ask?”

“I have a neighbor whose son has cerebral palsy and I'd like to reach
out to her. He’s about age 6 or 7 and I’'m just not sure what to say or
do.”

Quentin came back with a host of suggestions. Alex had a sense that
perhaps her theory that he was disabled wasn’t far off. Alex was grateful
for Quentin’s ideas. She had always wanted to connect with Gloria and her
son, Josh, but felt awkward, uncertain. Now she at least had a place to

start.

“Quentin, thank you,” Alex wrote in closing. “I have one more favor

to ask you.”
“What's that?”

“I'm wondering if you would call me Alexa? That's my real name,
the one my family and close friends use. | shortened it to Alex
during college because I thought it would help me compete better in

the business world.”
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“l would be honored, Alexa,” Quentin responded. “Thank you.”

Chapter 6

Alex inadvertently walked into a circus at work the following Tuesday. As

she went by Ira’s office, she asked him what was going on.

Ira explained, “One of Mark’s programmers made an error. He created a
custom interface that brought down the client’s network and is wreaking
havoc. It's the Murphy account; you know, as in Murphy’s law.” Ira
chuckled. He couldn’t help himself. “I'm sorry, this is serious and I'm
making jokes.”

“Anyway, they shut Murphy Enterprises down for the day. Frank Murphy,
the CEO, wants blood and is threatening to sue Fischer Technologies. Cal
is angry. It’s possible we will lose a million dollar account. But Mark is
standing by the programmer, Hank. Hank has been here for nine years.
His wife has cancer and he has two teenage girls.”

“Oh Ira,” Alex moaned. “This is not a good way for anyone to start the
day.”

“Cal scheduled an emergency exec meeting at 10 a.m. You need to be
there.”

“Thanks, Ira,” Alex nodded. “I have a sudden urge to schedule an

emergency root canal instead.”

Ira smiled. He had always liked Alex. “See you at 10,” he replied as she

made her exit.

* Kk * k%
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Alex was the first to arrive. Mark followed, looking sullen, beat up. He
nodded but said nothing. Ira entered and sat next to Mark, lending silent
support. A moment later, Cal stormed in with Brian close at his heels.

“By now you have all heard what happened to Frank Murphy’s network,”
Cal began. The jovial atmosphere that usually accompanied their staff
meetings was absent. “Mark will oversee damage control. He has until the
end of the week to fix the interface and keep Murphy as a client. If Mark

can’'t do it, Hank is gone. We have to do something to help cover the loss.”

Alex clenched her hands under the table. Something wasn’t right. Hank
wasn’t being paid enough for his dismissal to compensate for a million
dollar loss.

Brian objected, “Hank should be fired immediately. Do you know how long
it took us to land the Murphy account? Errors like this cannot happen. We

need to send a message.”
Mark, Alex and Ira glared at Brian. What a moron, Alex thought.

“No, Brian,” Cal answered. “Hank will stay for now; provided Mark gets
everything back under control this week. Then Hank will be on probation
for the next six months. Mark has put himself personally on the line for
Hank. He’s offered to take a pay cut and forego his annual bonus to help
defray the cost of keeping Hank on board. | accepted his offer.”

“Cal!” Mark exploded, standing abruptly. “That was strictly between us. It

has no bearing on this discussion.”
“l disagree, Mark,” Cal answered. “Sit down.”

Mark complied in form, but not in spirit. Alex had never seen him so
angry.
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Ira cleared his throat. “Cal, | may be able to help here.”
Cal shifted his fiery focus from Mark to Ira.

“We have plenty of cash in reserve,” Ira explained. “We are so far ahead
this year that even if we lose Murphy, we can still reach our revenue
targets. In other words, there is no need for Mark to sacrifice a pound of
flesh.”

“Ira,” Cal flared. “That is not the issue here. It is a matter of principle.
Hank is Mark’s responsibility and Mark dropped the ball.”

Alex’s mouth fell open. She couldn’t believe Cal was pinning this on Mark.
Mark stood and left the room. Cal ignored his departure.

“We will meet Monday at 9 a.m. to reassess the situation and the need for
any further damage control.”

Alex was incensed. She opened her mouth to say the only damage control
Cal needed to do was right here in this room, but Ira stopped her. He
placed a hand on her arm, advising her with a look to keep her mouth
shut.

When they were back in the corridor, Ira observed, “Cal is not in a rational
frame of mind at the moment. The prospect of losing a million dollar client
does strange things to his psyche. He will get back to his senses and all this
will be forgotten, Alex. Just wait and see.”

Alex was disturbed by Cal’s behavior. She did not know Mark well, but
admired him for putting himself on the line for the sake of his employee.
She wanted Mark to know he had her support. Alex tentatively knocked on

Mark’s office door.
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“Who is it?” he barked.
Alex poked her head in, “Alex.”

Mark’s expression softened, yet retained its seriousness. He looked tired.
With his thick black hair, fair skin, and startling blue eyes, Alex found him
intriguingly handsome. She wondered why she hadn’t noticed him before.

“Come in,” Mark offered. Alex stepped inside and closed the door, never

taking her hand off the cool metal doorknob. Mark eyed her intently.
“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yes, I'm fine,” he sighed, leaning back and running a hand through his
hair. “This isn’t the first time Cal and | haven’t seen eye-to-eye. I’'m sure
we’ll get through this.”

Alex studied his expression. “Are you saying that to convince me? Or to
convince yourself?” she asked.

Mark smiled. “Good question, Alex . . ..” He avoided a direct answer. “The
problem with Murphy isn’t as bad as it sounds. | already have three solid
theories about what went wrong. I'll head over there with Hank in a few

minutes to see what we can do to fix the problem.”

Alex nodded. Mark continued, “Hank is a good guy. He’s an amazing
programmer. You don’t cut off a loyal, competent employee like Hank on
the basis of one irate phone call from a customer....”

Mark sounded confident, determined.

“Hank and Murphy are both in good hands,” Alex said quietly. “I admire
how you are handling this.”
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“Don’t order any granite for a pedestal,” Mark said wryly, “we’re not

through this mess yet.”
Alex smiled, “Let me know if there’s anything | can do.”
“Thank you, Alex” he said softly.

The way Mark looked at her caught Alex off guard. He was studying her,
with unspoken questions in his kind, gentle eyes. Something flickered in
their depths. Interest? Regard? Alex tightened her grip on the doorknob
for support.

“So Alex, how are you doing?” Mark asked. The intensity of his focus

unnerved her.
“I'm okay.” She replied.
Mark smiled. “And who are you trying to convince?” he asked.

Alex caught her breath. “I'll let you know,” she said. Alex hurriedly slipped
out the door.

Alex’s heart was racing. What just happened in there? She pushed the
thought away and walked back to her office.

Mark did solve the problem at Murphy Enterprises. One of Murphy’s
network managers had made an error when he installed the interface. He
tried to make it look as though the error was in Hank’s original program. It
was not. Frank Murphy was very apologetic. He called Cal immediately,
complimenting him on how well Mark and Hank handled the situation and
solved the problem. It had taken less than three hours and they were back
in business. Cal apologized to Mark in front of the executive team. Hank
kept his job. The only person who was annoyed was Brian; he had lost a

potential advantage.

Copyright © 2007-2008 by Anna Frances Mattea. All rights reserved.



Breakthrough, page 31
www.matteaplace.com

That evening, Alex described the circus at work to Quentin.
“All that was missing was the talking monkey,” she quipped.
Alex noted how much she admired her colleague’s stand.

“If I were stranded after a disaster of some kind with a group of
people, Mark is the sort of person I would want on my team,” she

observed.

Alex also described how it had been bothering her lately that she kept her
work life so completely separate from her “real” life. She was convicted
during worship that she needed to trust the Lord as much at work as she
did for her salvation.

“Do you have any thoughts on this?” Alex asked Quentin.

“How well do you know your colleagues and your staff?”
he asked.

“Not very well,” Alex responded. “I keep myself and my team
focused on reaching our goals. It’s different for women in the work
world—guys get the benefit of the doubt; women are cast as the evil
step mothers or false lovers if they’re not careful. It's one thing for
Mark to stick his neck out for Hank; if I did something similar,

people would question my motives.”
“You're rationalizing,” Quentin observed.

“But if I get to know people at work, I'll appear too soft, too
feminine,” Alex objected. “I'll lose credibility and influence. How
can | be open about my life and still keep the focus on what

needs to be done?”
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“Alex, you don’t have to share your personal concerns or problems.
You're right. That's seldom appropriate, especially in your position.
But you can take more of an interest in those you work with. Listen
to them. Watch their eyes; their body language. Look for

opportunities to help them.”

Quentin gently shared Scripture about serving the Lord with our lives and

our work, not worrying about appearances.
“l get your point,” Alex wrote, “but I'm skeptical.”

“Why not experiment?” Quentin suggested. “For one week, focus
on seeing your staff and colleagues as Christ sees them. Ask
guestions. Listen. Pray for them. You don’t have to talk about your
faith; but watch for opportunities to demonstrate it.”

Alex accepted Quentin’s challenge: for one week, she would pray for
Fischer Technologies and its employees, asking God to help her see them
through His eyes.

“God cares about you, Alex. He has a way of knocking down the walls we

construct to keep Him out. Trust Him.”

Chapter 7

Wednesday morning, Alex poured her usual cup of coffee and made her
way to her office. But instead of a quick hello, she stopped for a moment to
consider Beth—quiet, dependable Beth—her assistant for close to three
years. Alex counted on this young, unassuming worker and yet she knew

very little about her; only what Beth had shared on her resume.
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“How are you doing?” Alex asked, actually noticing how tired Beth looked.
Beth jumped. She paused, wondering at her boss’ question. Did Alex really

want to know?
“I'm okay,” Beth replied. “Thank you for asking.”
“Seriously?” Alex asked.

Beth sighed. “It’s no big deal,” she stated. “My husband fell—he’s in
construction. He broke his leg in two places and can’t work for a few

months.”
“When did this happen?” Alex asked.
“Yesterday afternoon.”

Alex was puzzled. Why hadn’t Beth told her? Why hadn’t she asked for

time off?
“Is he at home?”

“He has surgery later this morning,” Beth noted. “They need to insert a
plate ...”

“What are you doing here?” Alex asked, astounded.

“We can’t afford to have anything go wrong with my job,” Beth said as she
glanced away.

Alex sat in the chair next to Beth’s desk, something she couldn’t remember
doing before.

“Beth,” she said gently. “You have nothing to worry about here. Please, go,
be with your husband. I appreciate your dedication, but we can manage.

Call me if you need anything.”
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