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Saving Jessica





To all my loyal readers.

Thank you.





“This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers.… Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.” (1 John 3:16 and 18)





Chapter
1

“Don’t your doctors know anything yet?

You’ve been in the hospital two days. You’d think they would have told you something by now!”

Jessica McMillan heard the frustration in Jeremy Travino’s voice. She held out her hand and he took it, holding it tightly as if he were responsible for keeping her anchored to the hospital bed. “They’re supposed to tell me something this afternoon,” she told him. “Mom and Dad are coming in at four-thirty for a big powwow with Dr. Kowalski.”

“Tell me it won’t be bad, Jessie. I don’t think I could stand it if something happened to you.”

“I’ll be all right,” she said with much more assurance than she felt. In truth, she was scared. She’d begun feeling tired and dizzy the month before. Her family doctor had treated her for anemia, but her symptoms—headaches, numbness in her arms and legs and an intolerable itching sensation all over her body—had steadily worsened until the doctor had thought it best to hospitalize her and run extensive tests.

“But what if they still don’t know anything after all this testing? I’ve read about weird symptoms that the doctors can’t figure out.”

“Don’t get paranoid on me,” she said, peering into Jeremy’s worried brown eyes. “Maybe it’s something simple—like some kind of exotic flu.”

“It’s March. Flu season’s in the winter.”

“So I decided to catch it now. You know how I hate to follow the crowd.” She flashed him a smile.

The worry lines in his brow relaxed and he smiled back. “What I know is that I love you and I hate hospitals. What I know is that if they don’t let you out of here soon, I’ll steal you away from the place.”

“My hero,” she said with a grin.

He leaned back in the chair beside her bed, still holding her hand. He shrugged sheepishly. “All right, so patience isn’t my strong suit. I get it from my father.”

Jeremy’s dad was a high-powered attorney in a Washington, D.C., firm; his mother was an executive in a public relations business. Jessica’s parents were both teachers; her mother helped run a Head Start preschool program and her father taught humanities at Georgetown University.

“Well, since you’re a lawyer’s son, maybe you should go plead with my doctor to divulge my test results right now and not wait for my parents to arrive.”

“I’d do it if I thought he’d talk to us. Why do parents always have to hear everything first?” He sounded irritated.

“Because we’re minors?”

“Big deal.”

“Don’t be impatient. I’m a little scared about hearing the diagnosis anyway. Sometimes not knowing can be better than knowing.”

“How can you say that? Not knowing is driving me nuts.”

“Because as long as I don’t know, I can imagine it’s something simple, like mono, or anemia that needs more treatment. What if it’s something really terrible?”

He moved forward and ran the back of his free hand along her cheek. “No matter what it is, I’ll be here for you.”

The look of fierce devotion on his face made her insides turn mushy. How had she won the adoration of such a great guy as Jeremy? “Even though I’m an older woman?” she teased.

“Don’t start with that. You’re not that much older.”

She was seventeen and a half. He’d turned sixteen in January. But he was so bright and articulate that he seemed older than boys who were eighteen and nineteen. She’d met college-age guys who didn’t act as mature as Jeremy.

“Well, most women stop having birthdays at some point, so that’ll give you time to catch up to me.”

His face broke into a heart-stealing grin. “I like the way that sounds. It sounds as if you plan to have me around for years and years.”

“Just until you catch up with me in age. Then I’ll have to look for someone younger.” She patted his hand. “You understand, of course.”

“Of course. Whatever you say.” His dark eyes danced with good humor.

“Hadn’t you better get back to school?”

“I want to be with you.”

“You’ve cut two classes and lunch period to be with me. Your parents wouldn’t like it if they knew.”

His good humor evaporated. “Who cares? I’m tired of them always telling me what to do. They’re parents, not my zookeepers.”

Jessica wished Jeremy’s relationship with his parents was better. They seemed always at odds with each other, always tugging and pulling, prickly as cactuses. Sometimes Jessica thought they resented her relationship with him. She wanted them to like her. She was in love with Jeremy and disliked being the cause of any friction between them and their son. Their only living son.

“Any one of your teachers could tell them you skipped half a day.”

“So what? I want to be here when you get your test results. You don’t think your folks will mind, do you?”

“No. They won’t care if you’re with me.” Her parents liked Jeremy and approved of their dating. Just so long as she graduated in June and started college in the fall, they would be happy. Come fall, Jeremy would begin his senior year and she would be attending Georgetown, so she’d be able to see him whenever she wanted.

“When you get out of here,” he said, “I’ll take you to see the cherry trees blossoming along Pennsylvania Avenue.”

“Will you put the top down on your car?”

“We’ll freeze.”

“We’ll turn the heater up and wrap blankets around us,” she countered. She loved his little sports car, a gift from his parents on his sixteenth birthday.

“Anything you want.” He rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. “I just want you well again and out of here.”

“Me too.” The familiar fear clutched at her. For a few minutes she’d forgotten where she was and why, but now reality returned with a jolt. She was sick. Mysteriously and genuinely sick. When she’d first protested that she was fine and didn’t want to be checked into the hospital for testing, her family doctor had said, “Perfectly fine teenage girls don’t exhibit such severe symptoms as yours. I want you checked out thoroughly, Jessica.”

She’d come to the hospital and spent two days enduring blood tests, X rays and CAT scans. In a few hours she’d know what was wrong. No matter what it was, she hoped she’d have the courage to face it. She squeezed Jeremy’s hand. “I’m glad you’re here with me. It makes me feel braver.”

“I won’t leave you,” he said. “I promise, I won’t.”

Her parents arrived at four o’clock, looking tense and worried. They hugged her and told Jeremy they were glad he was there. “Are you feeling all right?” her mother asked anxiously.

“My feet and legs are swollen. I feel like a water balloon.”

“You look pretty,” her father said.

“I think so too,” Jeremy declared.

“I look terrible,” she insisted. “And I can’t shake this headache.”

“Maybe you’ve got a headache from stress,” her mother offered. “I often get stress headaches.”

“Maybe so,” Jessica said, hoping to calm her mother, who’d been a nervous wreck ever since Jessica had gotten sick. “If it’s stress, once I find out what’s wrong, the headache will disappear, won’t it?”

Her parents looked frightened, and she hated being the cause of their worry. Her father’s heart wasn’t strong, and her mother had had a bout with breast cancer two years before. She was all right now, but still Jessica worried about their health. It wasn’t fair that she should be sick when she should be healthy. Her parents were older—she’d been born late in their lives—but they adored her. She was their only child.

“How have you been, Jeremy?” her father asked.

“Okay. I’ll be better when Jessie’s home.” He gazed at her tenderly and she smiled.

“We all will.”

The doctor was late. “Maybe I should have the nurses page him,” her mother said. “What do you think, Don?”

“He’ll be here, Ruth. You know doctors. Always with a million things to do.”

Jessica felt the tension in the room and wished she could do something to lessen it. But she was feeling slightly nauseous and couldn’t think of anything to say to her parents.

Jeremy turned on the TV and found the CNN channel. The newscaster’s voice droned, but it was enough to grab everyone’s attention. Jessica told Jeremy “Thank you” with her eyes. Finally, at five-fifteen, Dr. Kowalski breezed into the room along with Dr. Harris, the family physician. Their faces were masklike and unreadable, but Jessica felt a stab of fear. If only they’d been smiling.

“I think we’ve got a diagnosis,” Dr. Kowalski said, getting right to the point. “I asked Dr. Harris along because he was able to help figure out the how that went along with the why.”

“What are you talking about?” Jessica’s father asked.

Dr. Kowalski set a thick file folder on the tray table over Jessica’s bed. He looked straight at her. “You’re in kidney failure, Jessica. Your symptoms could fit the profile of many diseases and medical problems, but the itchiness was the clue that led me to suspect your kidneys weren’t functioning properly.”

“My kidneys?”

“It isn’t cancer?” her mother blurted.

“No,” Dr. Kowalski said.

Her mother was so relieved that she sagged.

The two doctors turned their attention to Jessica. Dr. Harris picked up her hand and held it gently between his palms. “You’re in end-stage renal disease,” he told her quietly. “Total kidney failure.”

“But people can’t live without kidneys,” Jeremy said, coming up beside her bed and locking eyes with the doctor.

“You’ll have to begin dialysis immediately,” the doctor continued, turning his attention back to Jessica. “It will take over the function of your kidneys and keep you alive.”



Chapter
2

“Kidney failure! But how is that possible?” Jessica felt as incredulous as her father. With her heart pounding and her mouth as dry as cotton, she waited for the doctors to answer his question.

“That’s what I wanted to know,” Dr. Harris told them. “When Dr. Kowalski called with the results of your lab work, I went back through all your files. You’ve been my patient since you were a newborn, and your family’s given you the best of care.” He paused to nod toward her mother and father.

“Two years ago, I treated you for a strep infection—but not until it was pretty advanced. Whether you know it or not, untreated strep can cause a host of problems, including rheumatic fever, which affects the heart. In your case, I believe it took a toll on your kidneys. The damage progressed slowly and relentlessly until you were so far along that now there’s nothing we can do about it. Except put you on dialysis.”

Jessica’s head was spinning. This couldn’t be happening to her! How had something gotten so serious with so little warning?

Dr. Kowalski added, “The point is you’re in kidney failure, Jessica, and that’s what we have to deal with.”

“How are ‘we’ going to do that?” Her voice was barely a whisper.

“You’re getting a new doctor. My colleague Ronald Witherspoon is a top-notch nephrologist—that’s a specialist in the treatment of kidney disorders. He’ll be in shortly to explain your course of treatment. He’ll put you on a hemodialysis machine, which will do the work of your kidneys and make you feel a whole lot better. Your edema will clear up, as will the headaches and itching. You’ll feel good again in no time.”

The news was so devastating that she couldn’t imagine ever feeling good again. Certainly not emotionally, anyway. Her body had turned on her, betrayed her, destroyed her kidneys, and her life would never be the same.

“H-How long will Jessie be on this dialysis?” her mother asked. Her face was ashen and pinched, and suddenly she looked much older than her fifty-five years.

“For as long as she lives,” Dr. Kowalski said quietly. “Her kidneys won’t regenerate.”

My whole life! A wave of nausea swept through Jessica.

“Three days a week you’ll come to the dialysis center and be placed on a dialysis machine. The machine takes over the function of your kidneys, cleanses your blood of wastes and toxins, adjusts your body fluids and balances blood chemicals. Unfortunately, it can’t replace the hormone that aids in making red blood cells, so we’ll have to treat your anemia with medication.”

She didn’t care about how the process worked. She only wanted to wake up from this terrible nightmare.

“Is being hooked up to this machine the only way you can help Jessie?” Jeremy asked. She held on to his hand as if it were a lifeline.

“There’s always transplantation,” the doctor said. “But finding a donor isn’t always easy. Many factors have to be weighed, but kidney transplants are our most successful area of transplantation if you become a candidate for one.”

He made it sound like an election. “Do I have a choice?” she asked.

Dr. Harris patted her arm. “Dr. Witherspoon will be better able to discuss the next phase of your treatment with you. Write down all your questions for him.” He peered down at her through steel-rimmed glasses; his eyes seemed clouded and misty. “I’m sorry, Jessica. So very, very sorry.”

When both doctors had gone, she began to cry. Her parents wept with her, holding her, soothing her as if she were once again a tiny child. Only Jeremy remained dry-eyed, but when he took her in his arms she could feel the tension in his muscles, the fierceness in his grip as he crushed her against him. “You’ll lick this thing, Jessie,” he whispered. “You will.”

“How can I? Didn’t you hear them? It’s incurable. I don’t want to be hooked up to a machine for the rest of my life. How can I have a life when I need a machine to help me live?” She sobbed until there were no more tears left in her. Jeremy continued to hold her.

Finally her father spoke. “I know this is horrible, honey, but it’s not the end of the world. You are alive. Mom and I will help you however we can. The first thing to do is read up on it. Find out all we can.”

She knew it was her father’s way. He tackled life’s problems armed with as much knowledge as possible. He’d raised her to believe that fear was the true enemy and that knowledge did much to banish fear.

“I’ll quit my job,” her mother announced. “I want to take care of you.”

In spite of her grief, Jessica felt a twinge of guilt. She didn’t want her parents sacrificing themselves on her account. “Mom, please don’t do anything drastic yet.”

“But you’ll have to go to dialysis three days a week. I can’t let you go alone.”

“I’ll drive her,” Jeremy said quietly.

“She’s our daughter,” Ruth said.

Jessica disliked having them discuss her as if she weren’t even there. “I might be able to drive myself, you know,” she said. “I’m sure if this is something that I’ll have to do the rest of my life, I’ll have to manage on my own eventually.”

The conversation stopped abruptly when Dr. Witherspoon entered the room. He was a short, balding man with expressive brown eyes. After introductions, he explained more about the different kinds of dialysis. Jessica felt a glimmer of hope when he told them that sometimes dialysis could be done at a patient’s home, on a smaller dialysis machine, and could be done at night while the patient slept.

But her hopes were dashed when he said that at first, and “for a while,” she would go to a treatment center near the McMillans’ home in Reston, Virginia, a suburb of Washington. He told her that early the next morning she’d undergo a minor surgical procedure to create a fistula under the skin of the inside of her left arm.

“I’ll join together one of your veins to one of your arteries, and in a short time the vein will enlarge and strengthen. This makes it easier to insert the two needles of the dialysis machine. In the meantime, we’ll prepare an external shunt, which does the same thing but shows more on the outside of your arm. A nurse will cap off the special tubing after each treatment and bandage your arm.”

Jessica gulped. “Do I have to have the needles stuck in me every time I go for dialysis?”

“Yes. It won’t be so bad,” he said, patting her arm. “The nurse will numb your arm before inserting the needles. Then you’ll be attached to the dialyzer, and your blood will be cleansed and pumped back into your body. The cleaning process doesn’t hurt, and while you’re being dialyzed you can read, watch TV, talk on the phone, do homework.”

“I’ll look like a freak!” Jessica didn’t like the idea one bit.

“The fistula is under the skin; no one can see it. However, it’s very important that you take good care of the site regardless of the type of access device we use. I don’t want it to become infected or have a blood clot form. Don’t worry, you’ll get plenty of information about proper care. And, of course, you’ll be going in for treatments often, and the staff will keep a watchful eye out for problems.”

“Our daughter will be all right, won’t she?” Jessica heard the edge of hysteria in her father’s voice.

“As long as she remains on dialysis, she’ll be able to lead a fairly normal life.”

Normal! Jessica almost laughed in his face.

Dr. Witherspoon must have caught her expression because he added, “As normal as possible anyway. You’re going to be bombarded with information over the next few days,” he added. “It may seem overwhelming at first. You’ll have to go on a special low-potassium diet. You’ll have to be treated for anemia, maybe high blood pressure. You run the risk of hepatitis, bone deterioration, neuropathy—that’s nerve damage.”

“You’re scaring us,” her father said.

“I want you to understand how serious your daughter’s condition is.”

Jessica felt numb with the understanding.

“You can’t miss dialysis treatments.” Dr. Witherspoon looked directly at her. “I know you’re young, and I know how devastating this news is for you. But you can’t ignore your disease, or mistreat your body. Renal failure once was an automatic death sentence. But today, with dialysis, kidney patients can have long, productive lives.”

“And a transplant? What about a transplant?” Jessica knew no machine could truly take the place of a living, working organ, so she was interested in that option.

“This hospital has one of the best transplant facilities in the country, so that is a possibility. But that path isn’t an easy one. For starters, thousands of people are waiting for kidneys. There’s a waiting list and a sophisticated system of selection.” He folded her chart, glanced at his watch and prepared to leave.

“I know you have other questions. I’ll send in some of my support staff, who will bring you literature, videotapes, books. A dietician will be in to see you too. And tomorrow morning I’ll insert that shunt. It’ll take a few days for the internal connection to strengthen before it can be used. In the meantime, we’ll begin dialysis while you’re here. You will get through this, Jessica. I promise.”

Alone in the room with her parents and Jeremy, she glanced helplessly from face to face.

“Why is this happening to me?”

No one had an answer. Her parents looked so devastated, she wasn’t sure they could drive themselves home. But the look of sheer determination on Jeremy’s face was the one that gave her strength and courage. “We’ll get through this,” he said.

She nodded. “I suppose I will.”

“And I’ll be here with you every day.”

She wanted to believe him more than anything. But she was the one who was sick, and he had a year and a half of high school ahead of him. How long before he grew tired of having a sick girlfriend? A girlfriend who would be committed to a thrice-weekly rendezvous with a machine that kept her alive?



Chapter
3

Jeremy drove to his house much too fast. He was risking getting a speeding ticket, and if he got one his father would have a fit, but Jeremy didn’t care. He couldn’t think of anything except his beloved Jessie and the ordeal she was facing.

“It isn’t fair!” he shouted. The wind rushing through the open car windows snatched his voice away. Icy March air made his face numb, but he didn’t care about that either. He was beyond caring about his own physical comfort. All he knew was that Jessica was sick. That she might be taken away from him. The way Tom had been.

He came to a screeching halt in the driveway of the Tudor-style brick house in an upscale Reston neighborhood, bolted from the car and ran inside. He was late for dinner. His parents were sitting in the dining room. It was a rare weeknight that his father was home. Startled, they looked up as Jeremy careened into the room, dragged his chair across the polished oak floor and lush oriental carpet and settled in a heap.

“Good heavens!” his father snapped. “Mind your manners. This isn’t a barn, you know.”

“What’s wrong?” his mother asked. As usual, she was the more perceptive of the two.

“Jessica’s in kidney failure.” Jeremy’s voice fairly shook with emotion. “She starts dialysis tomorrow.”

“Oh, no!” His mother rose and came to put her arm around his shoulders. “Jeremy, I’m so sorry. Tell us everything.”

Briefly he told them.

“Poor Jessie,” his mother said, glancing over to her husband, who sat tight-lipped and wordless. “And her poor parents. Is there anything we can do?”

“There’s nothing anybody can do. Nothing. But I know I want to be there for her.”

His father broke his silence. “How do you mean?”

“Once she gets on a schedule, I want to help take her for her treatments so that her mother won’t have to quit her job. I want to be around her, help any way I can.”

His parents exchanged glances. “What about your own life? Your schoolwork?” his father asked.

“How can you even ask such a dumb question?” Jeremy asked, leaping up.

“I resent your attitude—”

Jeremy’s mother interrupted. “Frank, he’s had a terrible shock. I don’t think now’s the time for the two of you to start arguing.”

Frank Travino threw up his hands. “You’re right, Marilyn.” He took a deep breath. “I am sorry about Jessica, son. Go ahead and spend as much time as you need to until she gets situated. Just don’t forget that you have a responsibility to live your own life.”

Jeremy wanted to announce that Jessica was his life, but thought better of it. “I’m going up to my room,” he said.

“Eat some dinner,” his mother urged.

“I’m not hungry.” She looked distraught, so he added, “Maybe later.”

He went up the spiral staircase to his room, where he leaned heavily against the closed door trying to sort through his emotions. His room was spacious, with a computer, bookcases, a TV and audio equipment taking up one entire wall. A weight-lifting bench stretched along another.

A bulletin board over his desk was crammed with a jumble of photos of Jessica and himself. Slowly he walked over to study the pictures. There were photos of them together out at his family’s lake home the previous summer. Pictures of them at three high-school dances, and more recent ones from Christmas. In every one, Jessica looked radiant, beautifully infused with life and exuberance.

A sob knotted his throat, but he refused to let it out. He hadn’t cried since his brother Tom’s funeral, three years earlier. Jessica was alive and under good medical care. She was going to be all right. She had to be! He picked up the phone and dialed the hospital. Jessica picked up on the third ring.

“How are you?” he asked.

“All cried out,” she told him. “They fed me supper and I can’t eat again after midnight.”

“When’s your surgery?”

“Seven in the morning.”

“I’ll be there.”

“It’s minor, Jeremy. You should go to school. Come visit in the afternoon.”

“No way.”

“You can’t keep skipping classes.”

“I’m a genius, remember?” His IQ was sky-high. He’d skipped a grade when he was younger and could have skipped another, but hadn’t wanted to start college at sixteen. He asked, “Don’t you want me there when you wake up?”

“Of course I do. It made a world of difference that you were here today when I got the bad news. My parents mean well, but they want to put me in a plastic bubble.”

He understood completely. Ever since Tom’s death, his parents had been hyperprotective of him too. And his father kept pressuring him to study and do well. He guessed he was expected to take over his brother’s life role. “I told my parents about all you’re going through, and they’re really sorry. I don’t think they’ll hassle me over any time I spend with you.”

“I—I really want you with me,” Jessica confessed.

He felt a rush of protectiveness and wished he had the power to change what was happening to her. “You saved my life, Jessie. I want to help however I can.”

When they’d first met the year before, when he was just fifteen, he’d had recurring thoughts of dying. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the accident that had killed his brother. Even now the memory was vivid, a kaleidoscope of crystal-clear impressions: his older brother, Tom, a new cadet at Annapolis, home for the weekend. Riding with Tom to the movie. The wet road. The long skid. Tom turning the car to take the impact of a tree on his side of the car. Tom had died instantly; thirteen-year-old Jeremy had walked away with barely a scratch.

I should have been the one to die, he thought. Jessica was the only person he’d ever told how he felt. Because he was so smart, the high school had placed him in an advanced English class, and that’s where he’d met Jessica. She was friendly, pretty and easy to talk to. It didn’t take him long to fall for her. And to explore with her his pent-up feelings about his brother’s death. They’d had long talks, far into the night when they were studying together, and slowly, haltingly, he’d opened up his heart to her.

“God doesn’t make mistakes,” she’d told him at the time. “You’ve been saved for a purpose. Maybe you should find out what it is.”

“I didn’t ‘save your life,’ ” she told him over the phone. “You just needed someone to talk to. I think you’re the most interesting guy I’ve ever met. I care about you.”

He knew she’d taken a lot of flak from her friends when she started dating a guy a year and a half younger, but she’d ignored them. He said, “I like being around you too.”

“Even if you can’t take me out to eat anymore?”

“What do you mean?”

“The dietician gave me some bad news.”

“Tell me.”

“The diet is the pits. No bananas. No orange juice. And my love affair with potatoes is all but over.”

“No potatoes either?” He knew how much she loved french fries and potato chips.

“I have to watch everything I put into my mouth—even water has to be monitored. I don’t see how I can live this way.”

He heard a catch in her voice and longed to reach through the phone and hold her. “Okay, so you have to juggle your diet. We’ll do it. And if you can’t eat certain stuff, then I won’t either.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Says who? I can eat whatever I want.”

“Because I don’t want you to,” Jessica said. “I don’t want your life to get turned upside down too.”

“All right—then I won’t eat your favorite foods in front of you.” He desperately wanted to make her laugh. “And if we get served something you can’t eat, I’ll stuff it in my socks right there at the table.”

“My hero.”

He heard the hint of a smile. “Remember the long talks we used to have? When I was still so messed up about Tom?”

“I remember.”

“You told me that no matter how bad things got in life, if I’d just wait them out, life would get better again. It was hard to believe. But you were right, Jessie. Things have gotten better again, even though Tom’s not ever coming home.”

“I hate it when you give me back my own advice,” she said with a sigh. “Even when I know you’re right. I know it could be so much worse.… I could need a new heart, or liver. There are no machines to fill in for those organs. I just don’t like the whole idea. It’s scary. To be hooked to a machine for … for maybe the rest of my life. What kind of life is that, Jeremy?”

He couldn’t answer her because he thought the idea appalling also. “You’ll make it,” he said fiercely. “You have to.”

“Why? What makes me different from the thousands of people already in dialysis?”

“Because I love you. And I won’t lose you, Jessie. I won’t.”
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Jessica stared glumly at the tube snaking from the inside of her forearm resting on the recliner-style chair to the machine next to her. The compact dialyzer hummed, doing the work of her now-defunct kidneys. It cleansed her blood of wastes and toxins and returned it to her body purified and ready to begin the cycle of cellular waste removal all over again. She had been on dialysis for seven weeks now—three times a week, four hours a day. And she hated it.

“You look sad, Jessica.”

The nurse’s statement intruded on Jessica’s dark thoughts. She sighed. “Do you realize that I see more of this machine than I do my friends and family?”

The nurse, Pat, pulled up a stool next to Jessica’s recliner. “I know how limiting this can be for a girl your age. Most people who come here are elderly or diabetic.”

The dialysis unit was a large room with about twenty recliners and dialysis machines. Nurses and social workers made their way down the aisles, visiting with patients, checking lines and medication flows, attending to those unable to leave the confines of the chair during the dialysis process. TV sets were suspended from the ceilings, and most people watched the afternoon soap operas and game shows. Jessica was the only person under the age of fifty, and she felt like a freak and a foreigner.

She turned toward Pat, being careful to keep her arm steady. “I still throw up after most sessions. And the headaches are awful. Dialysis isn’t making me feel as good as the doctors said it would.”

“Sometimes it takes a while to work out a balance.”

Dr. Witherspoon had changed mixes and medications several times already. Jessica took a fistful of prescription pills, plus vitamins, measured every morsel she ate, and still had problems. “Well, at least I’ve learned to knit. I’ve been knitting a ski cap that’s five feet long for Jeremy’s Christmas present and it’s only May. Imagine how long it’ll be by December twenty-fifth.”

Pat smiled. “A positive attitude really helps, you know.”

“Well, as they say around here—consider the alternative.” Jessica studied Pat, then asked, “Have you known many patients who got transplants?”

“Several. A few drop by now and again to say hello.”

Jessica had been thinking about transplantation more and more, and the idea both attracted and frightened her. While it would be wonderful to be free of the machine, it was scary to contemplate a life with the ever-present threat of rejection. She asked, “What if I did get a transplant, and then it rejected on me?”

“Then you’d go back on dialysis until we found you another kidney.”

Jessica couldn’t imagine getting to live like a regular person again, then having to return to dialysis. It seemed terribly cruel. How many chances would the doctors give her? How many kidneys would they allow her?

“So, how’s Jeremy?” Pat changed the subject. “Is he taking you to your prom? My daughter’s been looking for just the right dress for her prom for a month, and she’s not even been asked yet!”

Jessica was glad to shift her thoughts to her favorite topic—Jeremy. “No prom for me. I really don’t want to go.”

“But you’re a senior. You should go.”

“You sound like my mother. But I get the cold shivers when I think about having to find a dress that covers my arms, or picking a restaurant and having to think about every bite I put in my mouth, or getting sick right in the middle and having to rush home.”

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

“No will, no way,” she confessed.

“Still, it’s only one night,” Pat said. “I’ll bet you could make it.”

“Proms aren’t simple little dances anymore. Around here they’re two- and three-day marathon parties. Kids move from party to party, even from city to city. One guy in our senior class has parents who own a horse farm, and he’s invited a third of the class there for picnicking and riding all weekend. Another friend’s father owns a boat, and she’s having a gang come for an overnighter on the Potomac.”

“Gee, what ever happened to simplicity?”

“It’s passé.” Jessica looked up to see Jeremy walking down the rows of recliners toward her. As always, her heartbeat accelerated. He meant so much to her, and she regretted that his life had changed because hers had. She wondered often why he hadn’t started looking for another girlfriend.

“Am I early?” he asked, dipping down to kiss her lightly on the lips.

“No, Boris and I are about through for the day.” She motioned toward the blue-and-white machine that shuttled her blood back and forth. “He’s made me squeaky clean again, and I don’t have to look at his smiling face for two whole days. That’s the best part about Fridays.” Her routine was to come every other day after school, with weekends off. Except on Mondays, when she arrived at six in the morning so that she could dialyze before school. But after a weekend away from dialysis, she was sick and puffy with water weight and built-up toxins.

Jeremy waited while Pat unhooked Jessica and bandaged her arm. “We’ll see you Monday morning,” he said to Pat when they were ready to leave.

Outside in the bright sunlight, Jessica sucked in the fresh air to drive out the medicine smell of the dialysis unit. Sometimes she felt as if the odor clung to her body permanently and no amount of bathing could wash it away. She drenched herself in cologne daily.

Jeremy pulled out of the parking lot and merged into the fast-moving traffic, heading toward her house. “You up to a movie tonight?”

“Maybe. I’m feeling a little light-headed. All this clean blood, I guess.” She leaned her head against the seat, fighting down nausea.

Concerned, Jeremy glanced over at her. She looked pale, and his stomach constricted. He’d thought that dialysis would make her well again, but it hadn’t. She still had many days when she could barely function. She tried her best to hide it when she felt sick, but he could always tell when she was faking it. “You want to stop for a snack? Maybe you need to eat something.”

“Eating isn’t much fun anymore. Too many restrictions.”

“How about something to drink?”

“Same thing.” She had to measure every ounce of liquid. If she drank too much fluid, it built up, put pressure on her lungs and made it harder for her to breathe. “Look on the bright side. Since I don’t drink much fluid, I don’t go to the bathroom very often.” She patted his hand. “Now isn’t that a bonus? No more waiting on me while I go to the ladies’ room at the movies or the mall.”

“I’d wait for you outside a bathroom for three days if you could be well again.”

She felt a headache beginning to build, leaned her head against his shoulder and mumbled, “If only.”

At her house, Jessica’s mother insisted that she lay down until suppertime. She helped Jessica up the staircase while Jeremy stood at the bottom and watched helplessly. He would have traded places with her if he could.

“Stay for dinner,” Jessica called down to him from the top of the stairs. “After supper, if I feel better, I’d like to go to that movie with you.”

Her mother added, “Yes, please stay, Jeremy. Go on in the kitchen. I’ll be there as soon as I get Jessie settled in.”

He wanted to stay. He wanted to be with Jessica. His father was working late and that morning his mother had driven up to New York for a couple of days on business. Going home and being alone didn’t appeal to him at all. He went into the roomy kitchen and settled on a bar stool at the counter.

The kitchen island was piled with scrubbed vegetables and the makings of a salad. Roasting meat and freshly baked bread smelled delicious and made his stomach growl. On one wall there was an elaborate chart detailing the foods and their nutritional content along with the levels of calories, protein, sodium, potassium, calcium and phosphorus that a kidney patient could eat. Next to the chart was a memo board with a special pen where Jessica’s mother planned out every meal, factoring in the amounts of each nutrient Jessica had to have in exact proportions. It looked complicated and reminded him again of the difficult course her life had taken.

Ruth McMillan breezed into the kitchen. “She’s resting, but she made me promise to wake her in an hour.” Her brow furrowed. “She wants you to be here when she gets up. Can you stay?”

“I can stay.”

Ruth looked preoccupied.

Jeremy said, “I thought dialysis would make her better.”

“She is better.”

“But she’s not as better as I figured she’d be.”

Ruth looked up from her work with the food, her eyes dark with concern. Jeremy’s heart thudded, then accelerated its pace. “What’s wrong, Mrs. McMillan? I know something’s wrong.”

Her gaze flitted away, but he could tell she wanted to tell him what was on her mind. “You’re right—Jessica isn’t doing as well as she should be. She isn’t doing very well at all.”
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“How do you mean?” Jeremy pushed off the stool and walked around the island to face her.

“According to her latest blood work, her blood urea nitrogen, or BUN, level is still too high, and when dialysis brings it down, she gets nauseous and throws up. Even though I make sure she eats right, her BUN won’t cooperate.”

His mind worked rapidly, sorting through what Ruth was telling him. BUN tests measured the level of waste products in Jessica’s bloodstream. “Are you saying that dialysis isn’t helping her?”

“Oh, it’s helping. It’s just not helping enough.” She looked into Jeremy’s eyes again. “She is sticking to her diet, isn’t she? I mean, at school and all. Have you seen her cheat by eating something she shouldn’t?”

Even if he had, he wouldn’t have told on Jessica, but he could honestly say, “I’ve never seen her cheat.”

“Dr. Witherspoon’s concerned. He wants us to think seriously about a transplant.”

Jeremy froze. “That’s heavy.”

Ruth shook her head. “Her father and I are scared about it, but I think Jessica wants one.”

Jessica hadn’t spoken to him about it, and that hurt his feelings. He’d thought they talked about everything. “Wouldn’t a transplant make her well?” He longed for her to be free of the dialysis machine.

“If a new kidney takes, she’ll be much better off. No more dialysis. But a lifetime of antirejection drugs. Still, the trade-off seems to be worth it.”

Jeremy thought so too. He knew how much Jessica hated the machine and the way it limited and controlled her life. “There are other kinds of dialysis,” he said. “I’ve read about the kind they do through a tube in the abdomen.” The idea made him shudder, but he didn’t let on to Jessica’s mother. “And it can be done at home.”

“Yes, peritoneal dialysis. But she’d have to wear a bag under her clothes filled with the dialysis fluid.”

“That sounds grim.”

“It would be. But her doctor doesn’t feel she’s a candidate for that kind of dialysis. Of course, we can try it and get her a home dialysis unit so she can dialyze during the night. But that doesn’t seem like much of a solution to me either.”

“Which brings us back to a transplant.”

“Yes. Aside from it being major surgery, there are thousands of people waiting for kidney transplants. There just aren’t enough donor organs to go around.”

His hopes for Jessica plummeted. “Then why would he bring it up?”

“Because he thinks it’s her best hope. She’s a young girl with her whole life ahead of her. She wants to go to college and have a career. A transplant now would give her a chance at a more normal life.”

He weighed the information, seeing it as a complicated problem worthy of his most dedicated study. “Where can she get a kidney?”

“Of course there are cadaver kidneys—donated from dead people—but Dr. Witherspoon says she’s not a candidate for one of those. Something to do with antibodies already built up in her system.” She waved her hand. “I don’t pretend to understand it all. Anyway, he told us that the best transplant donors are live related ones. Like members of a person’s own family. Her father and I would gladly give her one of our kidneys.” She glanced around the kitchen as if someone might be listening in. “We don’t want Jessica to know it yet, but the doctor is running an antigen match on us.”

“What’s an antigen match?”

“The closer the tissues match, the better the chance that the organ won’t be rejected. If an identical twin gives a kidney to his or her sibling, the match is ideal.”

“But Jessica’s not a twin. And she hasn’t got any brothers or sisters.”

“True. Her closest blood relative is a cousin, my sister’s son, but he’s grown and married with a family of his own to take care of. We can’t ask him to volunteer.” She shook her head. “I just hope one of us is a good match for her.”

Jeremy considered what she’d told him as she hurried to turn off the oven timer, which had begun to buzz loudly. He imagined Jessica back to a regular life with a transplanted kidney. If it happened soon enough, she might be able to start college in the fall as she’d originally planned. A transplant would put this nightmare behind all of them. Jessie would have her life back, and he would have his Jessie back. It made sense to him that a transplant was the way to go.

He glanced up at the kitchen clock. “It’s been about an hour since Jessie lay down.”

“Maybe I should let her sleep.”

“She wouldn’t like it. You know how she hates to feel babied.”

Ruth sighed. “Oh, all right.”

“Can I go up and wake her?”

Ruth smiled. “She’d appreciate seeing your face more than mine, I guess.”

He grinned, then left the kitchen, bounded up the staircase and down the hall to Jessica’s room. He knocked lightly, then eased open the door. The shades over the windows were pulled, darkening the room. Gauzy, flowing curtains pooled on the carpeted floor.

He thought Jessica’s bedroom reflected her perfectly. It was feminine and pretty, scented like summer flowers and fresh spring rain, softened with colors of May—lavender and white peppered with daffodil yellow. There were bookcases, a table with two white wicker chairs and a Queen Anne—style desk that held a computer. The incongruity of technology and romanticism sitting side by side made him smile. He couldn’t imagine this room filled with a dialysis machine and bags of fluid, and smelling of medicine.

Jessica lay on her bed, her hair spilling across her pillow. He stared down at her, caressing her with his gaze. She looked pale, yet beautiful. Her thick, dark lashes almost brushed her cheeks. He wanted to kiss her rosebud-shaped mouth.

Jeremy dropped to his knees beside her bed and tenderly stroked her forehead. She made a sound, but didn’t wake. Unable to resist, he leaned forward and ever so softly pressed his lips to hers. Then he laid his cheek on the pillow, close to her face, until their noses were almost touching.

Her eyes opened slowly, focusing on his face. She smiled. “Hi.”

“Hi, princess.”

“Are you my Prince Charming waking me from the spell of some wicked witch?”

“Fooled you. I’m really a frog in disguise.”

She touched his cheek. “Some frog.”

He wanted to crawl beneath the covers with her, hold her body against his and never let her go. “Have I told you today that I love you?”

“I can’t remember. Better tell me again.”

“I love you.”

Her eyes, large and the color of blue sky, studied him seriously. “Even though I’m broken?”

He reared back. “You’re not broken. You’ve got a health problem. But it doesn’t change who you are. And it doesn’t change the way I feel about you.”

She propped her back against the headboard. Her hair was disheveled, and she still wore the pale pink sweater from that afternoon. He thought she looked delectable. Like cotton candy. He sat on the edge of the bed and took her hands in his. “I’ve been talking to your mother. She says you’ve been thinking about a kidney transplant. Why didn’t you say something to me about it?”

“I was going to. I’ve been reading up on it.” She turned toward the window. In spite of the shade’s being drawn, she gave the impression that she was looking at the tree outside her window. “Kidneys are living things. If I ever get one, I’ll take very good care of it.”

“You should get one. You deserve one.”

She cupped the side of his face in her hand. “I’m one of thousands needing a kidney. I have type O blood—the most common kind. That puts me even farther down on the transplant list because there are so many people with O blood type—rarer blood types often get higher priority than us garden-variety types.”

“You’re not garden-variety.”

She shushed him with a glance. “And I haven’t been on dialysis very long either, which is another disadvantage. Those who’ve been on the longest and who have the greatest need get first consideration.”

He saw the complexity of the issue. “But your mother said that if you have a live related donor, you wouldn’t have to go on the donor waiting list.”

Jessica shook her head. “I don’t have many relatives. I know that my parents want to be considered as potential donors because I saw them look at each other when Dr. Witherspoon was discussing it, but even if they’re a match, they’ve both had serious health problems.”

“So?”

“So, they’re ineligible.”

Her statement caught him up short. “Your mother doesn’t think so.”

“She doesn’t know yet.” Jessica gestured toward her desk, where pamphlets and books lay open. “Did you know that a kidney from a sixty-year-old transplanted into a twenty-year-old ceases to age? It’s true. Why, it can function for years and years.” Her expression clouded. “Provided it doesn’t reject, that is.”

“Are you afraid if you got one it would reject?”

She nodded. “I’ve had bad dreams about it. I see myself running in a field and just when I think I’m free, I notice this long plastic tube attached to my side. I wake up in a cold sweat, terrified I’ll never be rid of the machine.”

He took her in his arms, wishing he could chase away her demon fears. “If you reject, you reject. They’ll find you another kidney.”

“That’s what Pat at the dialysis unit said.” Jessica laughed without humor. “As if they grow on trees and you can run right out and pick one.”

“You’re not giving up on getting a transplant already, are you?”

“Of course not. But I have to be realistic, Jeremy. People don’t always get what they want.” She leaned forward and kissed him deeply. “Not even princesses,” she added softly.
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When Jeremy arrived home that night, his father was in his study poring over law books.

“Big case?” Jeremy asked, standing in the doorway.

His father sighed, taking off his glasses and pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “Yes. I have to go before a federal judge next month.”

Jeremy knew enough about his father’s profession to understand that federal cases were often more complicated than state cases because they sometimes set legal precedents. “Good luck.”

The house seemed too quiet, especially after the sociability of the dinner table at Jessica’s, where everybody talked with one another. He and Jessica had decided against the movie, so he’d driven around aimlessly for a while before coming home. Now, seeing his father hunched over his work and realizing his mother wouldn’t be home until later tomorrow, Jeremy felt at loose ends. Purposeless. Although he and his father often grated on each other’s nerves, he felt pangs of nostalgia, remembering better days when he and Tom and his dad did fun things together and never fought.

His father must have sensed Jeremy’s hesitation to leave because he pushed back from his desk and gestured toward the couch. “Sit down and visit.”

“I don’t want to interrupt.”

“You’re my son. It’s not an interruption.”

Jeremy settled on the leather couch, stretching out his long legs and clasping his hands behind his head.

“How’s Jessica?”

Briefly Jeremy discussed her problems and her hope of a transplant and finished by saying, “I’m sure she’d have a transplant if there were a donor available.”

“Makes sense to me. She’s so young; it seems a shame to commit her to a lifetime of dialysis when a transplant could set her free.”

Jeremy appreciated his father’s sympathetic tone, for although he didn’t hassle him, Jeremy knew his father wasn’t thrilled about the amount of time he spent with Jessica. “I’d sure like to see her get one hundred percent again,” said Jeremy. “I miss doing things with her. I don’t like that her kidney disease takes up so much of our time together. That sounds selfish, doesn’t it?”

“No. When you care about somebody, you want the best for them.”

“I really like her, you know.” Jeremy wanted to say he loved her, but felt the word might be too strong and put his father off.

“I know. She’s a lovely girl.”

“You and Mom approve of her?”

His father looked puzzled. “Sure. When I look around and see what some kids bring home—friends with blue hair, earrings in their noses, studded leather clothes—yes, I think Jessica is a fine choice.”

Jeremy grinned, warming to his father’s affable mood. “Then I guess I shouldn’t ask to get my belly button pierced.”

His father grimaced. “Just thinking about it makes me cringe.”

“Didn’t you ever do something that went against the mainstream when you were growing up?”

“Are you kidding? In law school I had hair down to my shoulders.”

“No lie?” Jeremy couldn’t imagine his father’s close-cropped brown hair so long.

“And I once organized a revolt against the curfew in the dorms. A group of us camped out in front of the dean’s office door for a week. We were loud, smelly and obnoxious. We really disrupted his life—all campus life, in fact. The campus newspaper and local TV station covered our cause and turned us into minicelebrities.”

“Did you win?”

“ ’Course not. My father called and told me if I didn’t straighten out, he’d cut off my funds and I’d have to drop out of law school.”

“And you gave in?” Jeremy felt a twinge of disappointment.

“I had always believed that the ends justified the means, but a person has to know when to cut his losses and bow out gracefully. Besides, I wanted that law degree.”

“Does Mom know you had this wild side?”

“Who do you think brought us our meals during our sit-in?”

Jeremy laughed aloud over the image of his very proper parents acting totally antisocial. “Did it blow over?”

“Actually, the university pressed charges and I had to be my own defense attorney.”

“You could do that before you became a lawyer?”

“Sure. The courts allow senior law students to take on cases if the student practices under the supervision of a law professor.”

Jeremy leaned forward, eager to hear the outcome of his father’s story. “So what happened when you went to court?”

“I did a good enough job to get us all off with a fine and community service. We could have been expelled.”

“And you like practicing law, don’t you?”

“I always have. Discovering the weakness in my opponent’s case, outsmarting my opponent, winning—it still gives me a rush.” His father leaned back in his swivel chair. “You think you might be interested in law?”

“I’m not sure.”

His father picked up a pencil and tapped it on the arm of the chair. “Listen, I was going to ask this later, but now seems like a good time. How’d you like to be a clerk at the firm this summer? Pay’s above minimum wage and the work’s interesting.”

Jeremy immediately thought about his time with Jessica. “I told Jessica’s parents I’d help drive her to dialysis. And … and I want to spend as much time as I can with her.”

“We can work around your schedule.”

“We could?”

“Sure. It would beat slinging hamburgers.”

Jeremy agreed. His brother, Tom, had spent many summers working in fast-food restaurants, but had counseled the younger Jeremy, “You’ve got a great brain, kid. Use it for something besides burger duty.”

“I’ll think about it.”

His father nodded, then turned to the pile of work on his desk. “Much as I hate to cut you off …”

“No problem.” Jeremy shot to his feet. “I’m tired anyway.” In truth, he was wide awake. This was the best conversation he’d had with his father in months. For once they hadn’t argued with each other. At the door, Jeremy paused. One other topic had been weighing on his mind. He decided to broach it, even if it spoiled the tenuous bond he and his father had just created. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“What do you think about people donating their organs?”

“It’s a good idea. I mean, if a person’s brain-dead, there’s no reason for perfectly good organs to go into the ground when they could help somebody live. I see that very clearly now, especially in light of what’s happening to Jessica.”

Serious, Jeremy nodded and took a deep breath. “When Tom and I had the accident, were you and Mom asked to donate his organs?”

The air in the room grew perfectly still, and for a moment Jeremy regretted opening up the wound of his brother’s untimely death. But his father only shrugged. “If we’d been asked, we might have. But there was so much damage to his body, I guess there was no need to ask.”

Jeremy felt coldness creep over him. He had been removed by ambulance from the scene of the accident and hadn’t seen his brother in the emergency room where they’d both been taken. And at the funeral, Tom had looked normal in the casket. It hadn’t occurred to him that Tom might have suffered massive damage. A tribute to the mortician’s art, he thought grimly. “I miss Tom,” Jeremy said quietly.

“We all miss him,” his father added. “But life goes on.”

Jeremy turned and headed for his room.

The idea had been formulating in Jeremy’s mind for a week before he decided to take action. On a Monday afternoon during the final week of school, he called Dr. Witherspoon’s office at the medical complex where he practiced and made an appointment. Luckily the doctor had an opening, which Jeremy took as a good omen.

He made his way through the maze of hallways and elevators, let the doctor’s nurse park him in a cubicle and was sitting on the examination table waiting when Dr. Witherspoon came into the room.

The doctor’s eyes narrowed. “Haven’t we met somewhere before?” He glanced at the chart with the information sheet Jeremy had filled out.

“I’m Jessica McMillan’s friend.”

The doctor broke into a smile. “Of course. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you at first. I didn’t know you were in need of a nephrologist too.”

“I’m not. I want to talk to you about Jessica.”

“Doctors can’t discuss their patients’ cases. The information is privileged.”

“I know, but I was hoping you could answer some questions I have about kidney transplants.”

Dr. Witherspoon pulled up a chair. “Kidney transplantation is one of the most successful organ transplants we do. And best of all, a person can get along just fine with only one working kidney. That’s what makes kidney donation so attractive between relatives. The patient gets a kidney, the donor continues to live a full, active life. Everybody wins.”

“But what if you don’t have a good match? How successful is it then?”

“With new antirejection drugs, over eighty percent of nonrelated donor kidneys are still functioning a year later.”

Jeremy’s heart began to race, and his thoughts surged with renewed hope. “Those are good odds.”

“Yes.” Dr. Witherspoon tipped his head and regarded Jeremy with curiosity. “I assume you have a reason for all this interest in kidney transplants.”

Jeremy looked the doctor square in the eye and announced, “Dr. Witherspoon, I want to donate one of my kidneys to Jessica.”
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“That’s very admirable,” Dr. Witherspoon said. His tone was noncommittal, but Jeremy did not miss the keen interest in the doctor’s eyes.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Jeremy continued quickly. “You’re thinking that I’m a nutty kid with a dumb crush on a girl and that I don’t know what I’m saying. But that’s not true. I know exactly what I’m saying. And yes, I like Jessica a lot, and how I feel about her is important, but it’s more than that. I’ve seen Jessica change over the past months. I’ve seen how tough her life is. I know she’s got problems with dialysis. What am I supposed to do? I can’t stand by and watch her die a little bit each day. I love her too much for that.”

Dr. Witherspoon regarded Jeremy steadily during his impassioned speech and then answered calmly, “A doctor’s first responsibility is to his patient. Frankly, there’s nothing I’d like better than to take you up on your offer. We do numerous transplants at this hospital. In fact, we’re one of the largest and best-staffed transplant centers in the country. Which is also a disadvantage because the waiting list is longer, currently up to eighteen months for a cadaver kidney. Therefore, live donors cut months, even years off the waiting process. But you’re not a relative.”

“That’s true, but don’t I have any say in who gets my kidney if I want to give it away?”

“Absolutely. The Uniform Anatomical Gift Act states that a person can designate an organ recipient. That’s the law.”

“Then if I want to donate a kidney and Jessica needs one and if antirejection drugs can help even if we’re not perfectly compatible, then what’s the problem?”

Dr. Witherspoon shifted in his chair. “Aside from blood-type testing—”

“I’m type O, like Jessie,” Jeremy interrupted. He’d learned his blood type at the time of the accident. Although he had not been seriously injured, the hospital had typed and cross-matched his blood type as a precautionary measure.

“There’s also HLA and MLC typing. These tests let us know if white blood cells will react against each other and whether or not antigens match. Since you’re not a relative, it’s highly unlikely your antigens will match.”

“But you said that antigens don’t always match and that you still do the transplant.”

“Yes, using live, nonrelated donors is still controversial, but it’s done. But back to you. You’d have to go through a battery of testing. First, we have to consider your general overall health.”

“It’s excellent.”

“And there’ll be psychological testing by a psychiatrist and a social worker.”

“Why? It’s my kidney!”

“They’ll want to be certain you’re emotionally stable and under no undo pressure. You’re talking about giving away a part of your body, Jeremy. That’s a big decision. Especially in your case because Jessica’s not family.”

Jeremy felt frustration building. He hadn’t expected the doctor to try and talk him out of it. But he could see that Dr. Witherspoon was interested in finding an organ for Jessica; that gave him incentive to say, “I’ll go through any testing you want. I’m sure I want to do this for Jessica.”

Dr. Witherspoon contemplated Jeremy thoughtfully. The air in the examination room felt close and thick. Overhead, a fluorescent bulb hummed and flickered.

“This testing isn’t inexpensive.”

“I’m covered under medical insurance.”

“Companies don’t always pay unless the donors are related.”

That surprised Jeremy. “There’s no room for random acts of kindness?” The doctor smiled, and Jeremy waved aside the problem. “I’ll worry about the money part later.”

“There’s one other problem.” The doctor steepled his fingers and peered earnestly into Jeremy’s eyes.

“What’s that?”

“How old are you?”

“Sixteen. And a half.” Jeremy felt his determination waver. “So what?”

“Legal age for medical-consent treatment is eighteen. That means you’d have to get a signed consent form from your parents before we can take your kidney. Or for that matter, do any testing on you.”

Jeremy felt as if he’d been blindsided. He should have thought of that himself.

“Do you think they’ll give their consent?” the doctor asked.

“Probably,” Jeremy lied. “I mean they might not be for it at first, but if you’d talk to them—would you talk to them for me once I break the news?”

“Certainly.” Dr. Witherspoon grinned. “It’s not every day somebody walks into my office wanting to donate a kidney for a patient who needs one very much. No matter what comes of this, your gesture is admirable.”

“I’m not doing it to be admirable,” Jeremy said. “I’m doing it because I want to. Because I love Jessica and I want to do everything possible to help save her.”

“Well, talk to your parents and get back to me.” The doctor’s beeper went off. “I’ve got patients to look after.”

“No problem.”

Dr. Witherspoon patted Jeremy’s shoulder. “I’m in your corner. I’d like to see this work out, and I’ll do everything I can to speed up the technical end of the process, if your parents give their consent.”

Jeremy left the hospital feeling buoyed and energized. He had made it over the first hurdle. The doctor had actually listened to him, understood him and treated him as if he were a sane, rational person with a desire to help someone in need. Someone he loved.

Jeremy got in his car and started the engine. “One down, two to go,” he muttered. Jessica and her family were the next people he had to convince. He’d save his parents for last. And once they heard from Dr. Witherspoon, how could they say no to his heartfelt request? How could they possibly deny Jessica this second chance at life?

“Happy Birthday, Jessie!”

Jessica blew out the eighteen candles on the cake her mother set in front of her, and smiled at the three people who meant the most to her in all the world—her parents and Jeremy. How different this birthday was from the one the year before. Before her kidneys had failed. “The cake’s beautiful, Mom.”

She knew her mother had slaved for hours to create a cake that could be incorporated into her diet. She couldn’t have much of it, and truthfully she wasn’t even hungry, but she was determined to let her mother know how much she appreciated her effort. Especially now that Dr. Witherspoon had told them that neither parent could donate a kidney to her. They’d felt so awful about it.

“You should start a bakery, Ruth,” her father said. “The recipes you come up with are sensational.”

Her mother sent him a smile. “When this is over, I’ll never think about cooking again. We’ll eat every meal out after Jessie’s better.”

Jessica knew her mother had high hopes that the doctors would find her a donor kidney. Jessica was less optimistic.

“Open your presents,” Jeremy said eagerly. He’d been acting peculiar all day. Sort of antsy, as if he were a time bomb waiting to explode.

Jessica longed to really join the party. She wanted so much to please all of them. But she felt awful. Her dialysis the day before hadn’t gone well. Her fistula had begun to clot, and now she was on blood-thinning medication and antibiotics. Her arm was sore. And already edema, swelling, had started in her ankles and feet. “Who’s first?” she asked.

“Mine last,” Jeremy said, snatching away the small box.

“Try ours.” Her father handed her a narrow box wrapped with pink paper and a purple ribbon.

She tore open the paper and eased the top off the box. A glittering gold charm bracelet lay on a bed of white cotton. She caught her breath. “It’s gorgeous!”

“Do you like it?” her mother asked. “We’ve already chosen a charm and thought we could add one for every special occasion.”

A solid gold “18” dangled from the delicate chain of double links.

“It’s perfect. You know I’ve always wanted one. Thanks so much.”

“When you graduate, you’ll get another charm.” The ceremony was scheduled for Friday night in the civic auditorium. Jessica had her robe and mortarboard and at the ceremony would receive her diploma and tassel. If she felt up to walking across the stage.

“Don!” her mother admonished. “You weren’t supposed to tell her. It was a surprise.”

Her father blinked sheepishly. “Oops.”

Jessica giggled. “I’ll act surprised when I open it. Promise.” She turned to Jeremy. “Well, are you going to let me have my present?”

He held out the box.

“It sure is small,” she said teasingly.

“Big surprises come in small packages.”

She unwrapped it and discovered another charm. This one was a bright gold kidney bean. “This is unusual.”

He grinned. “It’s not what it is, it’s what it represents that’s important.”

“A bean? You think I’m full of beans?” She was having fun teasing him, watching his cheeks flush red.

“No. It’s a kidney.” He took a deep breath. “My kidney. I’ve already talked to Dr. Witherspoon about donating one of my kidneys to you.”

For a stunned moment, no one spoke. Then everyone spoke at once.

Her mother started crying. “It’s a miracle. An answer to prayer.”

Her father gasped and began to bombard Jeremy with questions. “What? How? Are you sure?”

Jeremy held up his hands. “Wait a minute. I can’t answer all of you at once.” He grasped Jessica’s hands and gazed lovingly into her eyes. “You first.”

She was overcome with emotion; large tears pooled in her eyes. “You’re the most wonderful person in the world, Jeremy.” She swallowed against the lump of gratitude in her throat. “I appreciate your offer more than words can say. But I can’t take your gift, Jeremy. I simply can’t.”
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Now it was Jeremy’s turn to be astonished. “What are you saying, Jessie? Why won’t you take my kidney?”

Her mother interjected, “Perhaps you shouldn’t be so hasty, honey.”

“Mom, please … I know what I’m doing.”

“And I know what I’m doing,” Jeremy said.

“Certainly there are plenty of questions to be asked—,” her father started.

Jessica stood up, her fists clenched. “Mom, Dad, be quiet!” They looked crestfallen. More gently she asked, “Would you mind leaving me and Jeremy alone? I—I’d like to talk to him privately.”

When her parents had gone, Jessica eased back into the dining room chair. “You should have told me what you wanted to do first. You shouldn’t have sprung it on me in front of my parents.”

“Okay, I’m sorry. But I thought you’d be happy. I knew they’d be.”

So many emotions were tumbling through her that she was having trouble controlling them. Finally she said, “Your offer is mind-boggling. To even think about doing such a thing for somebody is awesome. Especially for someone who’s not even related to you.”

“I feel closer to you than to my own family. I—I love you, Jessie.”

Tears welled again in her eyes. “And I love you. But … but in time, years from now, you may not feel that way. We may drift apart, find someone else—”

“Have you found another guy?” He looked alarmed.

“Don’t be silly. There’s no one else but you. And when would I have found this other guy? During dialysis treatments? Have you seen some of those patients? Most of them are older than God.”

He shrugged sheepishly. Losing her was his greatest fear. “Then why talk about drifting apart?”

“Because it happens. You may not always feel the same way about me as you do now. What if we become bitter enemies?” He rolled his eyes at her suggestion. “The point is,” she continued, ignoring his expression, “you’d have given me a kidney. You couldn’t take it back.”

“I don’t give things away with the idea of taking them back.”

“An organ isn’t like the sweater you gave me for Christmas. Or this charm.” She held up the gleaming gold jewelry. “It’s permanent. It’s gone from you forever.”

Jeremy sensed her emotional distress, and he wanted to calm her, assure her that he understood the ramifications of his offer. He leaned forward and smoothed her hair, running his fingers through it. “Listen to me. You’re right—I can’t see the future. No one can. We may go our separate ways, although I’m not planning on it. But that’s not why I’m doing this. I realize that giving you my kidney is far more complex than buying you charms and clothing.

“But think about something. Why is it all right for a person to give someone he loves his feelings and emotions and not a tangible part of his body, when it could make such a difference in the quality of that person’s life? Are my physical parts less valuable to you than my psychological ones? Less meaningful?”

“They’re two different things altogether.”

“Not to me. Stop treating me as if one part of me has more worth than another.”

She wanted to stick to her original argument, that people just didn’t go around giving organs away, but the look of sincerity on his face, the passion of his words were confusing her and making the action he was proposing to take seem more realistic. “But Jeremy, a kidney!” she cried in one last appeal to reason.

He pressed his fingertips against her lips. “Do you know how many people there are in the world who never get to do anything good, or kind, or noble? Who live all their lives and never make a difference? Who never contribute one single thing to make the world a better place? Or do something worthwhile for another human being?”

She couldn’t deny it. Every day the newspapers and television reports were full of stories about people who did wicked and evil things. Who hurt and maimed, even killed. “I know there are bad people out there.”

He shook his head. “That’s not who I’m talking about. It’s the rest of us—the ones who make up the majority.” He sighed. “I want my life to count for something, Jessie. I want it to matter somehow that I was alive on planet Earth and that I left it a better place for having been born.” His gaze dropped to his hands clasping hers on the white tablecloth. Shredded paper and limp ribbons lay beside their entwined fingers.

“I remember what my brother, Tom, always told me: ‘Don’t make a mess, kid, make a difference.’ Giving you a kidney makes me feel good about myself and my life. It makes me feel worthwhile and useful.”

“Jeremy, you have a whole lifetime to do something meaningful. You don’t have to do it now.”

“Why not? Now’s the best time because no one knows how much time he has to live.”

She knew he was thinking of his brother and the brutal end of Tom’s young life. Jeremy’s feelings about Tom were mixed up in his desire to donate his kidney to her, and she wasn’t sure those feelings could ever be extricated. She wasn’t sure it even mattered if they were. Jeremy’s heart was in the right place. And his arguments were persuasive, so she knew he’d given his decision plenty of serious thought. She dared to hope that his plan just might work.

Another idea occurred to her. “What do your parents say about this?”

His face flushed. “I haven’t exactly told them yet.”

“Oh, Jeremy …” She kept seeing the hopeful expressions on her parents’ faces turning to sadness, and she felt sorry for them. They wanted this for her. She wanted it for herself; but Jeremy’s offer of a kidney was premature.

“But I plan to tell them tonight,” he added hastily. “They may not be crazy about the idea at first, but I know they’re really sorry about what’s happened to you. And Dr. Witherspoon said he’d talk to them too.”

She leaned forward until her forehead was touching his. “You know what I think? I think you’re the kindest, most wonderful person in the whole world. No matter how this works out, I’ll always be grateful for what you’re trying to do for me.”

“So you’ll take the kidney?”

“You sound like Igor shopping around for body parts for Dr. Frankenstein. ‘Excuse me,’ ” she mimicked, “ ‘could you show me something nice in kidneys today? My boss is building this monster.’ ”

“Very funny.” His mouth twitched into a grin. “This is serious. I want to do this for you. Please let me.”

“If your parents approve, I’ll do it,” she told him. “You know how much I want to be off that machine.” She kissed him lightly on the mouth. “Thank you, Jeremy. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

“Are you out of your mind? Are you crazy? What makes you think your mother and I would even consider such a foolish idea?”

His father’s explosive questions made Jeremy blanch. He hadn’t been prepared for such a negative reaction. He looked at his mother but saw an expression of total disbelief on her face and knew he wasn’t going to find support from her. “Stop treating me like I’m deranged,” he told his parents. “I know what I’m doing.”

His father leaped up from the sofa in the formal living room and stomped across the lush carpet. “Giving your kidney away is the stupidest notion that’s ever entered your head. I know you like this girl, but this is ridiculous.”

Jeremy also jumped to his feet. “It isn’t stupid! Stop treating me like a baby.”

“Then stop acting like one.”

Jeremy was bewildered. He hadn’t expected such a reaction. “I thought we were in agreement!” he shouted. “The other night when we discussed organ donation, you were all for it.”

“Organ donation is a fine idea, but not when the person’s still using the organ!”

“People do fine with one kidney. The body only needs one anyway.”

“Then why did God see fit to give everybody two?”

“Maybe so we could share.” Jeremy felt the elation of triumphing over his father. It was short-lived.

His father spun and glared at him with a look that would have melted steel. “Did you ever stop to think that your one kidney might one day be injured or become diseased? Then where would you be?”

“In the same place Jessie is—in need of a donor.”

His father raked his hand through his hair. Jeremy could see him mentally shifting gears. He braced for another attack. “Your sentiments are noble, but misplaced. People don’t give away their kidneys to perfect strangers.”

Jeremy saw red. “Jessica isn’t a stranger. You said you liked her. You told me that you and Mom both liked her.” He looked to his mother again.

“We do like Jessica,” his mother said hastily. “She’s a wonderful girl. That’s not the point.”

“So what is the point?”

“She’s not family, and she’s not at death’s door. Let her go on a waiting list like other patients. Sooner or later, a donor will be found.”

Jeremy sputtered, “B-But she’s not doing well on dialysis. And waiting for another live donor could take years.” What was wrong with them? Why couldn’t they understand? How could he explain it better?

All at once his father stopped pacing the floor and leveled a look of indignation straight at Jeremy. “I know what’s going on here. She’s using your attraction to her to make you think this is your idea. Jessica put you up to this, didn’t she?”
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For a minute Jeremy was shocked speechless by his father’s accusation. His hands shook, and his legs quivered with pent-up rage. He leaned heavily against the back of a chair, braced himself and took several deep breaths. “You have no right to say that. You have no right to think it. Jessica would never do such a thing. This was my idea and mine alone. When I told her about it, she told me no.”

“At least someone is being sensible in this situation.” His father must have sensed the depth of Jeremy’s outrage, because his voice sounded less accusatory.

“But her parents were beside themselves with gratitude,” Jeremy added.

“Her parents? You discussed this with her parents before you broached it with us?” His father’s voice had grown hostile again. “Where do you get off—”

“Stop it!” His mother had risen unsteadily to her feet, her eyes brimming with tears. “I can’t stand this! Do you hear me? I won’t listen to the two of you tear each other apart. I won’t!”

Frank Travino bounded across the room and pulled his wife into his arms. He glared at Jeremy. “Now see how you’ve upset your mother.”

She jerked away from him. “You’re both upsetting me. You can’t fight like this. I can’t take it.”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Jeremy mumbled, feeling contrite. “I—I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s just that Jessica …” his voice trailed off.

His mother asked, “Don’t you think I understand what her parents are going through? I know what it’s like to stand by and watch your child die.”

Jeremy winced. Of course she knew. Tom had died in the emergency room while his parents held his hands.

“This discussion is over,” his father said tersely.

“Hear him out, Frank.” His mother’s command surprised both Jeremy and his father. She sat down on the couch, looking straight at Jeremy. “Tell us what you want to do.”

Warily Jeremy stepped from behind the chair he was using for support, came to his mother and crouched down in front of her. “Thank you for listening to me,” he said. Then he told them all he knew about organ transplantation. “Jessica’s doctor, Dr. Witherspoon, can answer any questions you have,” he said in conclusion. “We can go in together and talk to him if you want. He’d be in charge of the surgery, and he wants what’s best for both Jessica and me.”

“There are risks in surgery.” His father renewed his objections. “You wouldn’t be his primary concern. A doctor always puts his patient’s interests first—just the way an attorney always puts his client’s interests first.”

“Frank, please,” Jeremy’s mother said, cutting off the counterargument already springing to Jeremy’s lips. She looked into Jeremy’s eyes. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight. In order for you to be a donor, you need to be some kind of match at the genetic level.”

“Yes.”

“And if you aren’t a match, then this whole thing is dropped.”

He didn’t have the heart or the stamina at the moment to tell her that transplants could be done when there was no match. He figured it best to keep quiet at this point and be grateful for this bit of progress. “As I said, her doctor can answer any questions,” he responded evasively.

“And,” his mother continued, “they can determine if you’re a match by simply doing blood work.”

“Yes.”

She looked up at her husband. “That doesn’t seem so terrible, Frank. I mean a blood test seems harmless enough.”

“I’m against this, Marilyn.”

“They send a sample of my blood to a lab, Dad,” Jeremy said eagerly. “At least let me take that step.”

His mother was gazing up at his father with a look of resignation, and Jeremy knew by the expression on his father’s face that he’d won this battle.

“I’ll sign the papers for the blood test,” Jeremy’s father said shortly, his words clipped. “But that’s all. One blood test.”

Jeremy rose, suddenly exhausted. “Thank you.” He was out the door when he heard his mother tell his father, “It’ll be all right, Frank. We should allow him this much leeway. He loves the girl. I mean, he has to match her in some way, and what are the odds of that happening? I’d say a million to one.”

“The odds aren’t high enough for me,” Jeremy heard his father say. “Not nearly high enough.”

When Jessica’s parents heard the news, they rushed over to Jeremy’s house and spilled out their gratitude with handshakes and effusive speeches. Jeremy didn’t miss his father’s tight-lipped expression or his mother’s polite but vacant stare.

“We’ll pay for everything,” Don McMillan said. “You don’t have to worry about any of the costs.”

“Is the test expensive?” Jeremy’s mother asked.

“Between six and eight hundred dollars,” Don said. “But who can put a price on Jessica’s life?”

His parents didn’t say anything negative. And when they met Dr. Witherspoon and signed the consent form, they asked no questions. It was as if they wanted only to get out of his office as quickly as possible.

“Are you certain there’s nothing you want to know?” the doctor asked, placing the form in a manila folder.

“Nothing,” Jeremy’s father said. He cupped his hand around his wife’s elbow. “It’s understood that our consent is only for the antigen test.”

“It’s understood,” Dr. Witherspoon said, “but as long as we’re taking this first step, why not let me go ahead with the other testing? We’ll check him into the hospital for a couple of days and get a complete picture of his eligibility as a donor.”

“We’d rather not.”

Jeremy watched the doctor’s face and realized that Dr. Witherspoon knew exactly what he was up against. “The antigen test alone might not knock him out of contention,” he told them. “However, the other testing may. We don’t want to get Jessica’s hopes up prematurely. Therefore, if you’d allow Jeremy to do the full battery of tests, it would give me the total picture as to his suitability as a donor.”

Jeremy suppressed a smile. Dr. Witherspoon was clever, and he knew how to get what he wanted from the most reluctant people.

“Frank, perhaps that’s not such a bad idea,” Jeremy’s mother said. “The psychological tests may show that Jeremy is unfit.”

Jeremy didn’t think so, but he kept his thoughts to himself.

“I think it’s a bad idea,” Frank told his wife. “But I said I’d cooperate through this point. So if the full battery of tests will settle this matter once and for all, go ahead.”

Jeremy watched them march out of the office; he had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. If the tests were favorable, he knew, he’d only just begun to fight.
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Jessica’s emotions swung wildly between euphoria and fear. She was ecstatic about the prospect of getting a new kidney, but terrified too. When Jeremy was admitted to the hospital for three days of intensive testing, she stayed with him as much as possible. It wasn’t easy watching a perfectly healthy person go through blood work, X rays, an electrocardiogram, a renal arteriogram, and probing questions from a psychologist, all for her sake.

“My father’s getting a perverse pleasure out of this,” Jeremy told her the evening before he was to be discharged. They were sitting in a waiting area because he couldn’t stand being cooped up in his hospital room. “He thinks all this medical stuff—the needles and machines—will scare me off. But it won’t.”

She’d had dialysis that day, but already a headache was gathering behind her eyes and her skin was starting to itch. “I feel bad for you,” she told him. “You’re going through so much just for me.”

“If it were my brother who needed a kidney, they’d let me donate mine to him.”

“But it isn’t your brother.”

“Yeah. Tom’s dead. So I can’t do anything for him. But if he were alive, believe me, he’d be one hundred percent behind this.”

“Well, all this may be for nothing anyway.”

Jeremy clasped her hand. “No way, Jessie. The tests will show that I’m a compatible donor. I’m going through with the surgery.” He’d made up his mind to be a nonrelated donor one way or another. And he felt strongly that Dr. Witherspoon would take him in order to help Jessica.

“Not without your parents’ permission.”

“Why is it necessary to get their permission for everything? I hate being sixteen. I wish I were eighteen. Then I’d be emancipated. Then I wouldn’t have to ask them for anything.”

“They’re just worried about you. They care about you.”

“Big deal. I care about you.” She started to cry, and he took her into his arms. “I didn’t mean to upset you,” he apologized.

“The whole thing’s upsetting, Jeremy. I feel like I have no control over anything. I’ve been accepted to Georgetown for the fall semester, but I’m afraid to make any long-term plans.”

“It’ll work out, Jessie. I promise.”

“I still can’t figure out why this is happening to me. Have I been a bad person? Did I do something to make God mad at me?” She couldn’t stop sobbing.

“It’s just life, Jessie. Like Tom’s accident. Bad things happen, and nice people get crushed. There aren’t any answers. You just have to believe that whatever happens is under someone’s control, for some kind of purpose. If you don’t, you’ll go nuts.”

She pulled away, staring deeply into his golden brown eyes. What she saw was no immature sixteen-year-old, but an insightful, comforting friend. What she saw was love, so open and honest that it wrenched her heart. She leaned forward and kissed him. And knew without a shadow of a doubt that Jeremy Travino was going to pass at least the psychological portions of his testing with flying colors. The rest of the test results would be in the hands of God.
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“If I hadn’t read the results of the antigen test with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it.” Dr. Witherspoon’s voice boomed with enthusiasm.

Standing in the doctor’s office with Jessica and her parents, Jeremy couldn’t stop grinning.

“Are you saying I’ll make a good donor?”

“An amazingly good donor.”

Jeremy felt as if a weight had been lifted from him. His parents would have to reconsider his desire to donate his kidney to Jessica.

Jessica’s parents were both teary-eyed. They kept hugging Jeremy and saying “Thank you,” but he scarcely heard them. He had eyes only for Jessica. She was sitting in a large leather chair, staring up at him in absolute amazement. He dropped to his knees in front of her. “Are you happy?”

“Numb,” she confessed. “I never dreamed …”

“I dreamed it for both of us,” he said softly. Despite the others in the room, he felt as if they were sealed off in their own private space.

He thought Jessica looked frail. She’d been steadily losing weight despite her mother’s efforts to feed her properly. Yet her hands and legs were puffy and swollen with water weight. Her once thick and shining hair looked dull. Dark circles ringed her eyes. He knew instinctively that his compatibility as a donor hadn’t come a day too soon.

Her gaze bore into his. “I want to be happy about it more than anything. But it’s so big, Jeremy. A new kidney. Your kidney. An operation. Recovery. Being free to eat the things I like again.”

“I’ll buy you the biggest plate of french fries in Virginia when you’re well,” he said. She didn’t smile. “Hey,” he said, “you’re not going to back out on me in this deal, are you?”

“You still have to get your parents to agree,” she said, hedging.

“I’ll do it.” He wished he felt as confident as he was pretending to be. “Once they see how important this is, they’ll fall in line.”

“But, Jeremy, you’re the one who’s important to them. Not me.”

“Then they’ll just have to realign their priorities, won’t they?”

She smiled. “You’re very stubborn.”

Dr. Witherspoon came over and placed his hand on Jeremy’s shoulder. “I’ve been thinking; how’d you like me to talk to your parents about this first?”

Jeremy rose to face the doctor. “You?”

“I’m a professional, and I’m not involved to the same emotional degree as you are. I might be able to persuade them.”

Jessica’s parents stepped up beside the doctor. “We understand their reluctance,” her father said. “It’s a hard decision for a parent to make.”

Feeling irritated, Jeremy asked, “What’s so hard? It’s my body. I should have a say-so in what I do with it.”

“One step at a time,” Dr. Witherspoon said. “Let me talk to them, explain the procedure. It isn’t without risks, Jeremy. Any time a person goes under anesthesia, there are risks.”

“Such as?”

Dr. Witherspoon glanced down at Jessica. “We can discuss them later.”

“I don’t care about the risks; I want to donate my kidney to Jessie. My compatible kidney,” Jeremy added for emphasis.

“I’ll call your father this afternoon and arrange for them to come to my office as soon as possible.”

“I’ll come too,” Jeremy said.

The doctor shook his head. “That might not be a good idea. Let me talk to them as calmly as possible in neutral territory. I’ll see what kind of progress I can make on my own.”

That afternoon Jeremy returned to his father’s law office. He’d taken his father up on his offer to be a law clerk. Fortunately his father was in court, so Jeremy didn’t have to talk to him. He was afraid he wouldn’t be able to keep his mouth shut about the test results, and he wanted Dr. Witherspoon to handle revealing the information. Also, he didn’t want another volatile confrontation. He hated to hurt his mother, but his father was being impossibly stubborn.

Later Jeremy grabbed a burger at a fast-food drive-through, drove to Jessica’s and called his mother, saying he wouldn’t be home for dinner.

She said, “Your father and I are seeing Dr. Witherspoon tomorrow morning.”

“Oh? Well, let me know what he tells you,” Jeremy said as casually as he could.

“Your father and I love you, Jeremy.”

Caught off guard, Jeremy stammered, “I—I know, Mom.”

“And we only want to do what’s best for you. Even … even if you don’t agree.”

Her statement sounded ominous. “Everybody wants to do ‘what’s best,’ ” Jeremy answered. “That’s the problem. Sooner or later, someone has to give in.”

Once he’d hung up, he took Jessica out to the backyard. Twilight was falling, and the June night closed around them like a soft whisper. Night-blooming jasmine perfumed the air. Overhead a violet sky was deepening to shades of midnight blue, and stars flickered on like fireflies. At the far end of the yard, between two thick tree trunks, a porch swing swayed. He sat Jessica down and settled beside her.

She inhaled deeply. “I love the smell of summer, don’t you?”

He was preoccupied and had to force his mind to change course. He was alone with Jessica in the light of a pale moon rising. He needed to forget their problems and concentrate on her. “I love the smell of your hair,” he countered.

“I have an appointment to get it all cut off next week.”

“But why? I like your hair long, and you always have too.”

“Because it looks terrible.” She fingered it. “Kidney failure is ruining it, so I’ll chop it off and stop feeling bad about the way it’s looking. It’s ugly.”

“No—”

“Jeremy, it’s okay. It’s only hair.”

He could tell that cutting it would be difficult for her, but that she’d made up her mind to do so. “You can grow it long again after the transplant,” he said.

“Right,” she said listlessly. “ ‘After the transplant’ is beginning to sound like some foreign planet, some faraway destination where I’ll never arrive.”

“It’s going to happen, Jessica.” He hated to hear the sad resignation in her voice.

“I worry about it, though.” She nibbled on her bottom lip. “It’s a big responsibility—taking someone’s organ from them. What if my body rejects it? Then everyone loses. You’re minus a kidney. And I’m back on dialysis.”

“Is that what’s bothering you? You’re afraid you’ll reject my kidney?”

“Yes.” She picked at peeling paint on the arm of the swing. “Dr. Witherspoon sent in a psychologist to talk to me. Some people aren’t good transplant candidates because they don’t plan on taking extra-good care of themselves.”

“What’d you tell her?”

“I told her taking care of myself wouldn’t be a problem for me. She said my fears are natural, that all recipients are uneasy about receiving another person’s organ.”

“And there’s medication to keep you from rejecting.”

“The drugs aren’t guarantees, Jeremy. Sometimes, despite all the best care, a person still rejects.”

He could see how deeply she was troubled by the idea. “Are you upset because you’ll have to return to dialysis, or because you feel it’s necessary to keep my kidney safe and healthy?”

She was amazed at his ability to instantly grasp her deepest, innermost feelings. At the bottom of her fears was the one about being inadequate, about being handed a responsibility that she might fail to live up to by default. “I don’t want to reject your kidney,” she mumbled.

“You’re not less of a person if you do, Jessie. It’s not something to be ashamed of, like cheating on an exam or stealing from someone.”

She sighed and leaned her head against his shoulder. “Aren’t you scared about losing an organ?”

He didn’t answer immediately, and Jessica listened to the sounds of the night as she waited. Insects hummed, and water from the garden pond gurgled. Jeremy said, “It’s more like anxious than scared. With the surgery, I go to sleep and a few hours later wake up with a sore side and back. They tell me I’ll recover fast.” He paused, and she heard a dog barking far away. “Maybe it has something to do with Tom’s accident. I walked away with hardly a scratch while he died. I saw the car later; it was crumpled up like a squashed soda can. No one could figure out how I didn’t get hurt. I sure don’t know either.”

She recalled the many discussions they’d had when their friendship was developing about his brother’s death. Over time, he’d expressed anger, guilt, depression. But now his voice was different, as if he’d come to some kind of peace with it.

She listened as he continued. “You told me that God had saved me for a purpose. I’ve come to believe that the purpose was to help save you. Don’t worry, I haven’t got a God complex. But doing this for you is what I want to do. It’s what I need to do. In a way, it helps me make sense out of Tom’s dying while I’m still alive.”

She could think of nothing to tell him that would fully express her gratitude. She slid forward, turned to embrace him, and kissed him longingly on the mouth.

Jeremy was working in the law library the next day at noon, gathering books and articles for one of the attorneys in his father’s office, when a secretary stuck her head through the doorway. “You’ve got a call on line three, Jeremy.”

He quickly picked up the receiver. It was Dr. Witherspoon. Jeremy’s hands grew clammy and his mouth went dry. “How’d the meeting go with my folks?”

The doctor sighed heavily. “Not well. I couldn’t persuade them, son. I’m sorry. Your father is adamant about your not sacrificing your kidney, and there’s no way he’s going to relent.”
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Jeremy hung up the phone. His parents weren’t going to let him be Jessica’s donor. In spite of all his pleading, all the information from Dr. Witherspoon, all the testing for compatibility, all the expressions of gratitude from Jessica’s parents, it wasn’t going to happen. Too numb to react, Jeremy sat and stared at the floor. He told himself to call Jessica, but he wasn’t up to talking to her. Not yet. He needed time to think.

A rap on the law library door roused him from his stupor. His father stood in the doorway, his face a guarded mask. “I dropped your mother at her office. I thought you and I could discuss our meeting with Dr. Witherspoon.”

“I heard about the meeting,” Jeremy said, ignoring his father’s offer.

“Your mother and I did what we think is right. I know our decision isn’t popular, but it’s the one we felt was in your best—”

“I know,” Jeremy interrupted. “In my best interests.”

“I hope you can be civilized about this.”

“Sure. My girlfriend’s dying and you won’t let me help her.”

“That’s not fair, Jeremy. Her doctor will look for another donor. She’s in capable hands.”

Jeremy gave him a cold stare.

“Your mom and I aren’t the bad guys in this, Jeremy. We’re genuinely sorry about Jessica and we’re willing to support and help out in any other way but this.”

“It’s my body,” Jeremy muttered stubbornly.

“But it’s our decision. When you’re eighteen, you can do whatever you want—although even then I’d counsel against your donating. But for now, you’re our responsibility and we’re going to protect you from making an irrevocable choice.”

“In two years, when I’m eighteen, Jessica may not be alive.”

“You don’t know that. No one knows what tomorrow holds for them, son. You may have a child someday who needs a kidney and you’d be unable to help him. Then you’d regret this decision.”

Jeremy shook his head in disgust. “That’s a far-fetched possibility.”

“Anything can happen,” his father said. “Anything.”

“You know what’s weird?” Jeremy didn’t wait for his father’s response. “I know you and Mom write a big check to the Humane Society and the Wildlife Preservation League, even that Save the Whales group every year. You have mercy on helpless animals, but not on people. You won’t do a thing to let me help Jessica, and she’s more valuable than any animal.”

His father raked his hand through his short hair and sighed. “Listen, I’ve got a client coming in fifteen minutes. I can’t stand here and argue this out with you right now. If you want to discuss it at home tonight—”

“No,” Jeremy said calmly. “I’m through talking.”

His father looked surprised. “Well, if you change your mind …”

“I won’t.”

When his father had gone down the hall to his office, Jeremy sat fingering the stack of law books. So, the battle was over. He had lost. No! Jessica had lost. He picked up the phone and dialed her number.

“I’m not mad at anybody, Jeremy.” Jessica’s voice sounded soft and breathy. Dr. Witherspoon had already called and broken the news to her family. “I don’t have long to talk because Mom’s taking me to dialysis soon, but I understand how your parents feel. I don’t hold their decision against them.”

He did. “What about your parents?”

“Mom’s pretty shaken up, but Dad’s more philosophical about it. He seems more understanding. He keeps saying we’ll find some other donor.”

“Can I see you later?”

She hesitated. “Maybe it would be better if you didn’t come around for a few days.”

He felt sick at her suggestion. And afraid they’d never let him see her again. “Why?”

“Just until Mom calms down. She’s … mixed up … and angry.” He could tell it was difficult for Jessica to talk to him about this. “Give her a few days to get a better perspective on things. She’ll come around. I know she will.”

“Things like me?”

“Things like the unfairness of life.”

“I love you, Jessie.”

“I love you too. That won’t change.”

He didn’t want to hang up. Didn’t want to sever the connection. He wanted to hold her, kiss her. Quietly he said, “It’s not over, Jessie.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m going to find a way to do what I want to do.”

“But—”

“But nothing. I won’t let my father stop me.”

Jeremy spent the next week working and keeping to himself. At home he hardly spoke to his parents. He was aloof and impersonal, and went out of his way to avoid them—leaving the room when they entered, eating no meals with them and staying in his room as much as possible. They didn’t pressure him, content to give him the latitude to nurse his hurt and anger.

The worst part of his self-imposed exile was not seeing Jessica. If she didn’t answer the phone when he called, her mother hung up on him. In a way, he didn’t blame Mrs. McMillan. Her daughter was acutely ill, and her best chance for recovery had been snatched away. He had gotten their hopes up and then failed to deliver on his promise.

It was only mid-July, but the remainder of the summer stretched before him like an unbroken chain of dreary days and endless nights. He knew he’d have to do something to turn things around, not only for himself, but for Jessica.

He began spending his lunch hour poring over law books, making notes as he waded through the legalese. Slowly he began to formulate a plan, and as it started to coalesce, he began once again to find hope for Jessica’s impossible situation. But he needed help to carry out his plan. Serious help.

He called Jessica’s father, catching him by surprise. Jeremy said, “I need a favor.”

“What kind of favor?”

“I want you to help me get in to see a law professor at Georgetown. A good law professor.”

Don McMillan set up an appointment for Jeremy with one of the top professors of law at Georgetown University. On the night of the meeting, Jeremy drove to the campus, parked in front of the law building and went into the lobby.

Don McMillan was waiting for him. Jeremy held out his hand. “Thank you, sir, for helping me.”

Jessica’s father smiled wanly. “Judson Parker is a good friend of mine. And an excellent professor of law. We haven’t seen much of each other ever since Jessica got sick, but he was willing to meet with us when I called and asked. Besides, Jeremy, I hold no ill will toward you. Your heart was in the right place when you tried to give Jessica … well, you know.”

“How is she?” Jeremy had sneaked in to see her that very afternoon at the dialysis center. He’d come before her mother was to pick her up and had sat beside Jessica’s chair, holding her hand while the machine finished cleansing her blood. They hadn’t talked much; Jessica was ill. But being near her had calmed and comforted him. And it had given him renewed resolve to face tonight’s meeting.

“She’s not well,” Don McMillan said in answer to Jeremy’s question. “Dr. Witherspoon tells us she’s struggling with high blood pressure and water retention, despite the dialysis. He’s changed her medications again. That’s the third time in four months.”

Jeremy was dismayed.

Her father patted him on the back. “It’s not your fault, Jeremy. Don’t put yourself under so much pressure.”

Jeremy knew he was talking about his parents’ refusal to sign the consent form for the transplant. “I know,” he said. “Maybe after tonight, though, I’ll be in a position to turn things around.”

Don led him into a lecture hall with built-in chairs on risers that angled down to a flat floor with a table, a podium, and a blackboard along the back wall. Tonight three people were seated around the table. Don introduced Jeremy to Professor Parker, who in turn introduced them both to the younger man and woman beside him. “This is Fran Beckner and Jacob Steiner, two fourth-year students and two of my brightest and best.”

Jeremy’s nervousness was calmed by the friendly smiles of the dark-haired Fran and the frizzy-haired Jacob. “Jake,” the man said. “I prefer that people call me Jake.”

Professor Parker offered Jeremy a chair at the table opposite them. “Don says you work at your father’s law firm, but you have some legal questions.”

“Yes,” Jeremy said, taking a seat. Jessica’s father settled next to him.

“Isn’t there anyone at his firm who could help you?”

“No one.”

“Travino …” Fran turned the name over thoughtfully. “Is your father the—”

“Yes,” Jeremy said, cutting her off. “He is.”

The two students exchanged glances.

“How can we help you?” Professor Parker asked.

Jeremy took a deep breath. “I want to be free of my parents’ legal hold on my life. I want you to help me declare my emancipation.”
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“Emancipation?” Professor Parker asked, sounding surprised. “Declaring independence from your parents is both serious and complicated.”

“I know, but there’s plenty of legal precedent for it.” Jeremy reached into the portfolio he was carrying and removed a manila folder. He opened it, saying, “An eleven-year-old Florida boy filed to ‘divorce’ his biological parents and be adopted by his foster family. He won the case. Other kids have also been granted legal freedom from their biological families. I have some examples here.” He handed Professor Parker several sheets of paper documenting his findings in legal books.

The professor skimmed Jeremy’s notes. “These cases all involved abuse. Have your parents abused you?”

“No.”

“Then on what grounds do you plan to petition the court?”

“Constitutional grounds.”

Jake and Fran leaned forward. “Tell us.”

“I believe that I should have the free will to decide what I want to do with my own body. And I believe that the Constitution of the United States grants me that privilege.”

“Why do you want to take such a drastic action?” Jake asked.

Jeremy told them about Jessica, glancing at Don McMillan while he spoke. He kept his speech factual, trying not to color it with his emotions. “I passed every test the hospital gave me,” he concluded. “Including mental competency. I was judged to be fully capable of making the decision to give away my kidney. I know exactly what I’m doing. And I know why I’m doing it. Without me, Jessica may die. I don’t believe my parents should dictate to me what I do with my own body. But the only way I can donate my kidney and help save Jessica’s life is to remove myself from my parents’ jurisdiction. I can’t do that without your help.”

Jessica’s father touched Jeremy’s arm. “Jeremy, are you certain?” His face looked pale. “It’s such a drastic step.”

Fran drummed her fingers on the scarred tabletop. “So you’re asking the courts to decide what constitutional right a minor has over his own body? And when this right overrides parental authority?”

He was amazed at her quick evaluation of a situation it had taken him weeks to define. “Exactly,” he answered.

She exchanged glances with Jake, and Jeremy could see that they were intrigued.

“Legal maneuvers cost money,” Professor Parker said. “Even if your attorneys work pro bono—for free—there are court costs, filing fees, things like that.”

“Jessie’s mother and I will pay all the costs,” Don McMillan said quietly. “She’s our daughter. And if Jeremy’s willing to go to these lengths to help her, we will aid him.”

“You have a vested interest,” Professor Parker warned. “The courts may not like your offering financial assistance.”

“I’ll take my chances,” Jessica’s father said.

“I have a trust fund set up by my grandfather for college,” Jeremy said.

“There may be restrictions on it.”

“I’ll check.” Jeremy started to hope that the law students might be willing to take up his cause.

Jake cleared his throat. “Your father’s a powerful attorney with lots of connections. He won’t take this lying down.”

“I know.” Jeremy held his breath.

Professor Parker stood up. “Let us take a few days to study this and talk it over. Your case is intriguing, but my law students may not be able to take it on. We’ll call you.”

“Not too long,” Jeremy said. “Jessica’s getting sicker every day.” He shook hands with each of them, then headed for the door with Jessica’s father. He still felt hopeful. They hadn’t rejected him outright. And more encouragingly, the expressions on Jake’s and Fran’s faces had been downright predatory. He said to Don, “I think they’ll take the case.”

Don chuckled. “They certainly looked eager.”

“Yeah,” Jeremy said with a relieved grin. “Kind of like lions circling for the kill.”

Don put his arm around Jeremy’s shoulder. “Come to the house with me. I want you to break the news to Ruth and Jessica. We’ll be with you, Jeremy. Every step of the way.”

Jessica had very mixed feelings when she heard the news about what Jeremy was planning to do. Her mother had been ecstatic, but once Jessica was alone with Jeremy, she took him out to the swing and sat with him under the stars.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” she asked.

“How can you ask that? I know what I’m doing. It’s the only way, Jessie, believe me.”

“It’s going to drive a wedge the size of a truck between you and your parents.”

“They’ll get over it. Once the operation is over and it’s a success, they’ll forgive me.”

“But what if your father’s right? What if something does go wrong?”

He placed his fingers across her lips. “Don’t say such things. Nothing’s going to go wrong. That hospital transplants organs every day, and ours isn’t even that complicated a procedure.”

“But—”

“Then it will have been my choice,” he said, interrupting her. “They won’t ever have to blame themselves. Which in one way makes it far easier on them, if you know what I mean.”

She understood, but she still felt scared. He was doing so much for her sake. She didn’t deserve it. “How will I repay you?”

“By not rejecting me,” he said, deadpan.

She giggled. “That’s a sick joke.”

“It made you laugh.” He hugged her. “I’ve missed hearing you laugh.”

“I’ve missed my former life—my LBD: Life Before Dialysis.” She leaned back against his shoulder and stared up at the stars. “I missed the best half of my senior year. No prom. No senior skip day. No class prank. I hardly remember my graduation ceremony. It’s all a blur. And this summer … well, my friends call and tell me all about shopping for college. About their vacations. Sara and Joanie got a place together down in Panama Beach, Florida, for a week. If I were well, I’d be going with them.”

“You’ll have it again,” Jeremy said, hearing the longing in her voice. “Once the transplant is over and you adjust to the medications, you’ll be healthy and happy.”

“So if I have your kidney, does that mean we’ll be related?”

“Kissin’ kin,” he joked. “I like that idea.”

She pointed to the stars above. “I’ve wished on many a star. I’ve wished that I was normal again. Can I tell you a secret?”

“I can keep a secret.”

“It’s a serious one.”

“I can keep a serious secret.”

She paused; she was about to tell him something she’d never told anyone else. “I’ve thought long and hard about this, so I know what I’m saying. If I can’t have a transplant, I don’t want to go on living. You see, I don’t think it’s much of a life on dialysis. Maybe if things were better for me on the machine, I’d feel different. But I don’t think so.”

Jeremy nodded. “I don’t blame you. I’d feel the same way if it were happening to me.”

“You would?”

He cradled her face in his hands. “That’s why I’m trying so hard to give you my kidney. Neither of us would want to spend the rest of our lives married to a machine. No matter what, Jessie, I want you to know that I’m doing this for both of us.”

She kissed him. “Win or lose,” she whispered, “you’re the best friend I’ll ever have.”

Two days later Jake Steiner called. Jeremy ducked into a vacant office and took the call. “Well, will you take my case?” he asked, getting right to the point.

“We’ll take it.”

Jubilant, Jeremy shouted, “Thanks!”

“It’s going to be a dogfight when your father is served with the suit.”

“I can fight. What’s next?”

“Fran and I met for strategy planning, and we think the first course of action is to try and go through the juvenile courts.”

“Why juvie court?”

“We can get our case heard more quickly. The docket isn’t as full. And who knows? We just might get a sympathetic judge who’ll grant us our request with no hassle.”

Jeremy had never imagined it could be that simple. “How long?”

“First we serve the suit. Your father will have a week or so to respond to it. With a little luck, we can push for a quick hearing.”

“How quick?”

“Thirty days. Maybe forty-five.”

Dismayed, Jeremy said, “That’s over a month! I don’t know if Jessica can wait that long.”

“We’ve checked with her doctor. He seems to think it will be all right.”

“What did Dr. Witherspoon say about the suit?”

“He said that the hospital will support you in court if need be.”

Jeremy’s pulse raced. Having the hospital jump into the fray was more than he’d hoped for. And asking them was more than he would have thought about. It gave him confidence in his attorneys. They were young, but they knew how to fight. He began to think that he might have a chance of winning after all. “All right,” he said. “Start the process.”

“Keep us informed about what happens when the suit is served on your father.”

“I won’t have to,” Jeremy said ruefully. “You’ll be able to hear the explosion all over Washington.”
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Jeremy thought he’d be prepared for his father’s reaction when the suit was served. He wasn’t. His father threw open the door of the mailroom where Jeremy was working. His face was livid, and for a moment Jeremy feared that his father might have a heart attack on the spot. Frank Travino railed at Jeremy, who only half listened to the tirade. Words and sentences such as “ingrate,” “fool,” “How dare you challenge my authority?” and “You’ll never get away with this” peppered his speech.

Jeremy was dismayed but undaunted. His father ended his outburst with “I’ll fight you every step of the way. Don’t think I won’t.” Then he slammed the mailroom door with such force that the doorjamb splintered.

Jeremy called Jake, who asked, “Want to reconsider?”

“No way.”

“Your father knows the legal system, and things are going to get worse before they get better. You’re going to be under a lot of pressure.”

“I don’t care. I’m not backing down.”

But that night, at home, it was his mother’s tears that almost unraveled him. “Why are you doing this?” she asked, weeping. “We love you, Jeremy. You can’t pit yourself against us like this.”

“It’s not you, Mom,” he said. “It’s just that this is my body and I should be able to do what I want with it. What I want to do isn’t illegal. It isn’t morally wrong. I should be able to decide.”

“How has that girl eroded your loyalty to us so deeply?”

He gritted his teeth so as not to yell at his mother. “This is not Jessica’s doing. It’s mine.”

“I know her family’s helping you.”

He felt his face flush. “Only with some of the finances. The whole thing is my idea. Please don’t jump all over them.”

Of course nothing was resolved, and the next day his father told him that he’d hired an attorney to handle his side of the case because he was too emotionally involved to plead the case himself. His father also fired Jeremy from his job. He couldn’t take away his car because it had been a gift and Jeremy held the title, but without a job it would be difficult to pay for gas and insurance.

Jessica cried when she heard the news.

“It’s only a job,” Jeremy said, attempting to soothe her. “I can get another job. I can flip burgers with the best of them.” He wanted to make her smile.

“It’s not the job,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s what’s happening to your family. I’m destroying your family.”

Jeremy drove her to dialysis, all the while defending his actions and telling her not to worry. Her emotional condition was fragile, made more so by the buildup of toxins in her blood. When her treatment was over she was more subdued but still morose. Her mother invited Jeremy to dinner, and he accepted gratefully. He hadn’t had a decent meal in days. The tension was so thick at his house that no one could eat.

When he arrived home that night, he was met by his mother’s tears and his father’s cold stare. “Your attorney called.” His father fairly spat out the words.

Jeremy hurried upstairs and dialed Jake’s number. Jake told him, “We have a court date. We’re on the docket for the end of next month.”

“That long?”

“Count your blessings. We’re lucky to get on the docket so soon. The juvie court accepted our petition for extreme hardship and got us right in. Fran and I are preparing the case to present to the judge, but you might have to speak on your own behalf. Can you do it?”

“You bet. Will there be a jury?”

“Just the judge. There’s no civil or criminal action being sought.”

Jeremy felt a twinge of disappointment; he’d imagined himself before a jury pleading his cause. “What if the judge knows my father?”

“It won’t matter. We stand or fall on the viability of the suit.”

Jeremy decided to ask about something else that had been weighing on his mind. “Jake, I think I should move out of my house until this is settled.”

There was silence; then, “Things pretty tense over there?”

“Too tense. Plus it’s tearing up my mother and I don’t like seeing what this is doing to her. I can move into Jessica’s. Her folks said it’ll be all right with them.”

“That’s not such a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“They have too much at stake and it won’t look good for your case. The courts may interpret it as a form of subtle coercion on the McMillans’ part.”

“No one’s coercing me,” Jeremy snapped. “This is my idea.”

“It doesn’t matter. The courts might frown on it. Let’s not take a chance.”

“Then what should I do? I can’t live here, and my close friends are either out of town for the summer or not eager to get involved. At least their parents aren’t.” Jessica was his best friend; the two guys he knew best from school were his other choices, and neither of them could help him out.

Jake said, “I suppose you’re right. You shouldn’t be living at home through this process. Also, the situation might look more serious to a judge if you were living elsewhere. I mean, how serious could you be if you’re still living under Daddy’s roof?”

“So where should I go?” Anxiety began to gnaw at Jeremy. He’d never imagined he’d have to move out of the house he’d lived in all his life—at least not until he went away to college. He had a vision of himself sleeping in his car by the roadway.

“You could come stay with me,” Jake said. “Just until this is over.”

“With you?”

“I live alone near the college with a sleeper sofa you can take over. Just me and an old tomcat. Are you allergic?”

Jeremy heard the teasing tone in Jake’s voice and realized that Jake must know how difficult this was for him. “I’ll get another job,” he said. “I’ll help with the groceries.”

“Darn right you will,” Jake said with a laugh.

“When?”

“My guess is the sooner the better,” Jake said. “How about this weekend?”

To his surprise, his parents didn’t object to his moving. Obviously they too thought it best. “The furniture stays,” his father said as Jeremy packed his clothes and some framed photographs. “And the computer.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t take anything of yours,” Jeremy tossed back sarcastically.

His mother remained dry-eyed, watching without speaking as he vacated the premises. She looked pale and bewildered, as if she couldn’t comprehend how things had gotten to the point of her family’s dissolving and falling apart in front of her.

He wanted to hug her good-bye and tell her he loved her, but it wasn’t possible. They stood at the top of the stairs looking at each other as if a chasm had split the floor. Neither could bridge it. “Good-bye, Mom,” he said.

She said nothing.

Jeremy drove out of Reston and into Georgetown, to a quaint area near the university where row after row of brown-stone apartment buildings housed students and, occasionally, professors. Jake’s place looked like all the others, reddish brown brick trimmed with colonial blue shutters. Jake told him where to park and helped him carry his stuff into the ground-level apartment.

“I really did clean the place up,” Jake said, hanging some of Jeremy’s clothes in the hall closet.

Jeremy set down a box he was carrying and glanced around the place he was to call home until—until when? He sighed. He didn’t know how long he’d be in exile.

Jake’s place had oak floors and a worn oriental carpet. Fancy electronic equipment lined one wall, and a sofa sat in the middle of the floor, facing the TV. “Your bed,” Jake said, fluffing a sofa cushion.

“Thanks.” A window air conditioner hummed, struggling against the gathering summer heat.

“Anything you see in the fridge is yours. Except the cat food.” Jake grinned.

The cat sauntered into the room and stood still, staring at Jeremy and twitching his tail.

“This is Corpus Delicti, which is legal lingo for physical proof that a crime’s been committed. And believe me, that cat’s life is crime.”

Jeremy knew Jake was trying to make him feel welcome, but at the moment he felt overwhelmed. He’d just moved out of his home. He was living with a stranger and his life seemed like a tangled mess. All because he’d tried to help someone he loved.

“I got a job at a car wash,” he told Jake. “Hourly wage plus tips. I’ll give you what I can every week.”

“Hey, don’t sweat it.” Jake squeezed Jeremy’s shoulder. “Fran’s coming over tonight for a strategy session.”

“Aren’t you going to plead this on constitutional grounds?”

“Not in juvie court. Only federal courts rule on constitutional issues. But I’m hoping it doesn’t go that route. I’m hoping we can get our way at this level.”

Jeremy hoped so too. He wanted his life back. Guiltily he remembered Jessica. She wanted her life back too, but without him she wouldn’t get it.

Fran came over that night, and together she and Jake pored over the law books and scribbled notes. “Professor Parker said your father came to see him and tried to force him to bow out of this,” she said.

“My dad did that?” Jeremy felt angry at his father all over again.

“I’m sure he’s had us checked out too,” Jake added.

Fran nodded. “Professor Parker told him that you were entitled to legal recourse just like anyone else.” She chuckled. “Nobody backs Judson Parker down.”

Jeremy was grateful that the professor could stand up to his father. He only hoped the judge who heard their case would too. He began to plan what he wanted to say to the judge, how he would convince him that he was an adult.

When the court date arrived two weeks later, he knew he was ready to face the judge. And his father.
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Juvenile court teemed with activity. Jeremy wore a suit and tie and felt like an absolute geek. Every kid sitting in the halls and courtrooms wore casual summer clothes, and they all appraised him with sneers. “Some of these kids are children,” he said to Jake as they walked down the hall. Many didn’t look to be more than twelve years old.

“Some of these children are seasoned felons,” Jake countered.

“Don’t let their youthful faces fool you,” Fran added. “They all know that they won’t be tried as adults so long as they’re ‘just kids,’ and some have rap sheets as long as your arm.”

At the end of the hall, they took an elevator up. “We’ll be heard in Judge Monsanto’s chambers,” Fran said.

Jeremy was relieved. At least they wouldn’t be discussing their case in front of a busy courtroom full of strangers. “I’m looking for Jessica’s parents,” he said. “I thought they might be here.”

“We told them not to show,” Fran explained. “This is a closed hearing, so there’s nothing they can do but wait outside. Plus, it’s best if they keep a very low profile. We need the judge to be swayed to our side solely on the merits of the central issue: Why should your age be a factor in your desire to donate your kidney?”

They stepped into Judge Monsanto’s reception area. Jeremy’s father and his attorney were already waiting. Jeremy avoided their gazes. A woman came forward. “I’m the judge’s secretary. He’ll call you in momentarily. Would you like anything—coffee, a soda?”

They declined. Jeremy sat on the edge of a chair and stared at the floor, but from the corner of his eye he sized up the competition. Like his father, his father’s lawyer looked polished and self-assured, wearing an impeccably tailored suit and custom-made leather shoes. His father had spared no expense in securing legal counsel. Next to the two of them Jake and Fran looked dowdy, resembling a ragtag army of dissidents with sticks facing generals who commanded a battalion of high-tech war machines. Jeremy shivered as a premonition shot through him. We’re going to lose!

He was startled when the judge’s secretary invited them into his chambers. In the judge’s office were floor-to-ceiling bookcases, a large, heavy desk of dark wood and a conference table, and Judge Monsanto, a heavyset African American man with a bald head and black-rimmed glasses. In a deep, firm voice he said, “Please sit,” and pointed to the table.

Each side sat opposite the other, and the judge took a seat at the head of the table. A pile of files lay in front of him. “I’ve reviewed your petitions carefully,” he said, getting right to the point. He turned to Jeremy. “What you want to do is an amazing sacrifice, young man.”

Jeremy was glad he was sitting because his knees felt shaky. “It’s not really a sacrifice to me, sir.” Jake had directed him to respond respectfully. Not that he wouldn’t have anyway. That was the way he’d been raised.

“And I can certainly understand why your parents object. Goodness, I have trouble enough parting with a bad tooth in the dentist’s chair, and you want to go through a complicated surgery to have your kidney removed.”

Jeremy hadn’t expected the judge to be so informal. He relaxed slightly.

“Still,” the judge continued, “I’ve read the reports submitted by the hospital concerning your tests. You appear to be a prime donor candidate for this young woman. And your psychological evaluation was especially favorable.”

“I tried to be honest,” Jeremy offered hopefully.

The judge smiled kindly. “And your IQ is amazing. All in all, I’d say you’re a remarkable kid with both feet on the ground.” He shuffled through some papers. “I don’t get many through my courts like you, Jeremy.”

Jeremy nodded politely.

“Most of the sixteen-year-olds I get are pretty hardened. They know the system inside and out, and they know how to beat it. Tough kids.” He shook his head.

Jeremy wondered if he’d missed some information along the way. The judge appeared to be rambling. Yet, he resisted the urge to hurry the man up.

“I want to ask you something.” The judge looked straight at him. “I want you to answer honestly.” He paused. “Have your parents ever mistreated you?”

Jeremy saw his father tense, but neither he nor his attorney spoke. “No, sir,” Jeremy said.

“How would you say they’ve treated you?”

“They’ve treated me fine.”

“Clothes, food … plenty of that kind of stuff?”

“Yes.” Although things had been different around the house since Tom’s death, his parents had never stopped attending to his needs.

“Discipline? You know, have they taught you right from wrong and made you toe the line when you disobeyed?”

“Yes, sir.”

“But they never battered you or anything if you stepped out of line.”

“No, sir.”

“I wish all the kids who came before me could say that about their home life.” He shrugged. “If that were the case, why, I’d be out of a job!” He flashed a toothy smile. “Except for the hard-core types. I mean, there are some kids who are born mean and no amount of good parenting can fix them.”

Jeremy was thoroughly confused. He’d expected the judge to ask him about Jessica and his reasons for wanting to give her his kidney. Instead, he was going on and on about things that didn’t make any sense. “I suppose,” Jeremy said.

“But you’ve got good parents, isn’t that right?”

“Yes.”

The judge leaned forward. “You have a car?”

“Yes, but—”

The judge cut him off with a wave of his hand. “Lucky you. A lot of the boys I see in my court steal cars.” He chuckled. “And since you’re such a smart young man …” He flipped through some papers. “It says here you skipped a year in school and make excellent grades. Would you say your parents would send you to any college you wanted?”

“Probably. If I met the entrance requirements.” Jeremy was starting to feel angry. Why was the judge meandering so much? Why didn’t he get to the real reason they were all there?

“So, Jeremy, let me see if I understand. What you’re asking is that you be emancipated, set free, from loving, caring parents who have nurtured you, taken care of you, housed, schooled and fed you with love and devotion all your life.”

Jeremy felt color rising in his face. “That’s not the point.” He looked at Jake, who had opened his mouth to speak.

The judge stopped the young law student with a look. “I’m still talking.” He turned back to Jeremy. “As far as I’m concerned, that is the point. According to the law, the criterion for granting emancipation is the best interests of the child.”

“I’m not a child!” Jeremy exclaimed before he could stop himself.

The judge reared back and pointed at Jeremy. “You are in the eyes of Virginia law, son. You’re a minor under your parents’ domain, and I see no reason to alter that situation.”

Angrily Jeremy stood. “That’s not fair! You’re not thinking about Jessica.”

The judge ignored his outburst. “I’ve read the hospital reports about the young woman in question. I’ve talked to her doctor. She too is under excellent care. And her situation is not critical.”

“But—”

“I will not grant your petition,” the judge said, closing his file folder.

Jeremy spun, furious and not sure what he might say to the judge. He heard the others standing up behind him, and as he moved to the door he saw his father coming toward him. If he thinks we’re going to kiss and make up, he’s crazy! Jeremy thought. He jerked open the door and yelled, “I’ll see you back at your place, Jake.”

He stormed out of the reception area, past the startled secretary, and ran down the hall toward the courthouse entrance. He had lost! He’d never even had a chance to say all the things he’d wanted to say. He had lost the most important battle of his life. Of Jessica’s life.

And his father had won. He had won without saying a single word.
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“We’ll appeal,” Jake said the minute he and Fran walked into the apartment.

“We’ll file a de novo appeal, which means it’s as if the decision never happened,” Fran added. “And this time we’ll go through a higher court.”

“Don’t you get it?” Jeremy stopped his restless pacing. His stomach was in knots and his skin felt as if it were on fire. “Jessica hasn’t got any time!”

“Jeremy, this isn’t the end of the world.” Jake tried to soothe him. The phone rang and he said to Fran, “Get that, would you?”

“It’s probably my father,” Jeremy muttered as Fran crossed the room. “Probably calling to rub it in and tell me all’s forgiven and I can come home now.”

“I know you’re upset,” Jake said, “but this isn’t over. It’s a setback, but we still have several options. I’ll file a writ of habeas corpus. And this time we’ll go through the federal courts. We should have gone to the federal level from the start the way you wanted. Your idea to try this on constitutional grounds was a brilliant—”

He was interrupted by Fran, who had hung up the phone and moved to Jeremy’s side. “The stakes have gotten a whole lot higher,” she said, touching Jeremy’s arm. “That was Jessica’s father. She’s just been rushed to the hospital.”
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Jessica stared up at the ceiling of her hospital room from her bed, the covers balled in her fists, tears of pain and frustration running down her cheeks. Why is this happening? she screamed silently. Why couldn’t the terrible nightmare of kidney failure be over?

From down the hall she heard the rattle of supper trays arriving. When her meal tray was brought to her, it would be filled with “allowable” food, not the things she craved. Sometimes she dreamed about hot french fries, saturated with grease and salt, still sizzling. She swiped at her tears.

“Jessica! Are you all right?” Jeremy bolted through the doorway, skidded to a halt beside her bed and gently took her in his arms. “I got here as soon as I could. What’s going on?”

She dissolved into tears again, pressing her face into his suit coat to muffle her sobs. “The fistula in my arm’s collapsed,” she managed to say. “Now they have to try and create another one in my leg. I go into surgery tomorrow.”

“I’m sorry,” he said over and over, stroking her hair until her tears slowed and her body stopped trembling.

“I’m so tired of this, Jeremy. Nothing’s going right for me.”

He looked away.

She settled back onto the bed, reached for a tissue and blew her nose. “I guess I’ve ruined your suit.” She dabbed at the wet stains on the shoulder and lapel with another tissue.

“I don’t care about the suit,” he said, taking the tissue from her hand and dropping it into the wastebasket. “Tell me about you. And about what Dr. Witherspoon is doing for you.”

“I’ll have to return to an external shunt until my new fistula gets strong enough to do its job.” The first fistula that had failed had also taken a month to become serviceable. The cannula, or tube, of the external shunt that Jessica would use in the interim ran down the outside of her arm, making it far harder to hide than the internal fistula. “It’s ugly, Jeremy. I hate it. And it’ll probably get infected. Why not? Nothing else’s gone right for me.”

“But at least it’ll be easier to get the needles from the dialyzer into you,” he reminded her. “You won’t have to get stuck every time.”

She wasn’t consoled. “I feel like I’m starting back at square one, Jeremy. Like I’m in a terrible game that makes me start over just when I think I’m on top of it.”

“But even with the external shunt, you can go home after the surgery and go back to your regular dialysis schedule.”

The concern she saw in his dark eyes touched her deeply, and she regretted having unloaded on him. “Oh my gosh, Jeremy. The hearing! The hearing was today in juvenile court. You went through the whole thing for me, and I was having such a pity party that I didn’t even ask about it. How did it go?”

“You weren’t having a pity party,” he countered. “You’re in the hospital. I think you’re entitled to be upset. The second I heard, I rushed right over. Where’re your parents?”

“I made them go to the cafeteria. Mom’s so uptight she might have to check into a room herself.” Jessica sniffed and offered a wan smile. “I worry about them both, you know.” She took Jeremy’s hand. “Tell me what happened today.”

He looked down at their joined hands, and she realized that because he was avoiding the subject, the hearing must not have gone well. She braced for his news.

“My father and his attorney ate us for lunch,” Jeremy confessed quietly.

She felt another wave of depression. “So we lost.”

He took her face between his palms and said fiercely, “We may have lost the battle, but not the war. We’re not giving up, Jessie.”

“Tell me all about it.”

He did. “The judge wouldn’t even let me speak except to answer his dumb questions,” he concluded. “He made me feel like I was some sort of spoiled, snotty-nosed kid who didn’t know that I was well off. Geez, I know I’ve got good parents. That’s not what this is about. It’s about my parents allowing me to do what I want with my own body.”

He looked disgusted, and she felt so dismal, so defeated that she could hardly stand to have him look at her. “What’s the use of fighting?” she asked.

“Because I’ve got a good case. Jake and Fran both think I can win if we go before a federal judge.”

“But the last case took a month to be heard.”

He nodded. “And getting a hearing set before a federal judge can take longer, but we’ll file for extreme hardship like we did before. Maybe this judge will be more understanding, more favorable.”

She shook her head. “Your father will only appeal the decision if you win.”

“If he does, we’ll go to a higher court. We’ll go all the way to the Supreme Court if we have to.”

She wasn’t encouraged. “Don’t you see, Jeremy, this could drag on for years.”

He didn’t say anything, and she knew her assessment was correct.

“I may not have years,” she told him quietly.

He pulled her against his chest. “Don’t say that, Jessie. Don’t ever say that. We’ll find a way through this.”

She allowed him to reassure her without argument, but she didn’t feel hopeful in the least. They were two kids up against a world of powerful and knowledgeable adults who were convinced that they knew what was best for all concerned. But she didn’t want to let on to Jeremy how defeated she felt. He was trying so hard.

She pushed away and changed the subject. “Another thing’s got me down too. All my friends are packing and buying stuff for their dorm rooms, getting ready to go off to college. I was supposed to start classes too, but now I don’t think I can hack freshman orientation, new class work and dialysis.”

“Yeah,” he said glumly. “I was hoping you could start in September like all your friends. Maybe things will be better by second term. Lots of people start college in January, you know. There’s no law that says you have to begin in September.”

She didn’t want to think about it. All her plans and dreams had been totally altered by her kidney failure, and it was too painful to remember them. “What about you? You’re going to be a senior and your senior year is supposed to be fun. Mine was … until this happened.”

He shook his head. “I’m not going back to high school. I can’t live with Jake and commute to Reston every day. And I don’t want to start over in another school district.”

“You can’t drop out of school!” she cried, horrified.

“I can test out. I’m smart, remember?” He gave a rueful smile. “At least that’s what the judge told me.”

“But it’s your senior year!”

“The only reason I hung around in high school at all was because of you, Jessie. I looked forward to that English class with you. Just seeing you in the halls and the cafeteria perked up my day. Don’t you see? You were the only thing that kept me in high school in the first place.”

“What about the prom and graduation ceremony?”

“You didn’t go to your prom.”

“And you know why.”

He brushed it off. “And as for graduating, I can get into college without a high-school diploma if I test high enough. In fact, I plan to graduate from college without a high-school diploma.” He grinned. “Others have done it, so can I.”

She didn’t like it. She felt responsible for the course his life was taking. If it weren’t for her, he’d be living at home, at peace with his parents, planning to return to high school. He wouldn’t be embroiled in a tedious legal dispute. “If it weren’t for me—,” she began.

He silenced her with a quick kiss. “If it weren’t for you, I’d never have known what it feels like to love somebody the way I love you.”

She knew his words were supposed to make her feel better, but they didn’t. They made her feel guilty, and responsible for his choices. She wanted to release him from the debt he seemed to think he owed her. She told herself that once she returned home, she’d think of a way to set Jeremy free.

It was late when Jeremy returned to Jake’s. The TV was on, and Jake was watching a news program. “You’re on my bed,” Jeremy said. “And I’m whipped.”

Jake asked, “How’s Jessica?”

Jeremy told him, including the depression he sensed she was experiencing. He dropped onto the sofa and rubbed his neck. “Anyway, I gave her a pep talk, but I’m not sure it registered.”

Jake pushed the Mute button on the TV remote. “I’m sorry about the way things went today. Fran and I feel responsible for the defeat.”

“It was a calculated risk. We all knew that. My father’s got legal experience, and worse, he’s got time on his side.”

Jake looked at him, and Jeremy could tell he was holding something back. “What’s up?”

Jake grinned. “So much for a poker face, huh? Guess I’ll have to do better if I ever get to go in front of a jury.”

Jeremy watched him fidget, and a sudden stab of fear made him blurt, “You’re not planning on quitting on me, are you?”

“No, nothing like that. But something has come up. Your father called earlier this evening. He wants a meeting with you, Jeremy. He wants to talk to you face-to-face.”
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“He wants a meeting—why? To gloat?” Jeremy headed into the kitchen, and Jake followed him.

“I don’t think his motive is gloating. I think he just wants to talk to you.”

“We’ve already said all there is to say.” Jeremy jerked open the refrigerator door and rummaged through the shelves. He wasn’t hungry, only restless and agitated.

“He asked me if we were going to appeal today’s decision and I told him we were.”

“So, did he bite your head off because you’re helping me?”

“No. But he and I both know what we’re up against in the system.”

Jeremy slammed the refrigerator door. “Don’t tell me our lousy odds, Jake. I hate hearing the odds.”

Jake caught his arm. “Jeremy, I think you should meet with your father.”

“I don’t.”

“Listen to me. I’m your attorney and I’m advising you to sit down and talk to him again. Perhaps we can settle this case without going to court.”

Jeremy boosted himself up onto the countertop and stared glumly at the floor. “He’ll only drop his case if I give up my suit. And I’ll only give up if he lets me do what I want. I’m telling you, Jake, he’s not going to quit. You don’t know my father. For him, winning is everything.”

“One of the first rules of practicing law is to avoid litigation whenever possible,” Jake said earnestly. “As your attorney, I’m advising you to see your father. I can arrange for the meeting in neutral territory—one of the conference rooms at Georgetown, for instance. I’ll hang around in the hall during the meeting. And if the two of you come to blows, I’ll run inside and throw myself between you.” He grinned, and Jeremy returned a halfhearted smile.

“All right. But not until after Jessica’s surgery. And not until she’s out of the hospital and back into her everyday routine. I want to be there for her. She comes first.”

Her surgery went well, and in a couple of days Jessica returned home. This time the external shunt was on her leg, capped off but accessible to the nurses in the dialysis unit. Dr. Witherspoon told her, “You’re doing fine,” but he prescribed a mild mood-elevating medication to combat her depression.

At home, Jessica lined up on her dresser the bottles of medications she took daily. The bottles stood like little brown soldiers awaiting their missions, from phosphate and potassium binders to calcium and iron supplements, plus numerous others to keep her body up and running. She remembered the days when her dresser had held bottles of perfume and makeup. Now those had been relegated to a drawer.

The phone rang and she answered it. Jeremy said, “How about a movie tonight?”

“Yes,” she told him. She wanted to escape from her dreary everyday life, if only for a few hours. “I need to go out and do something normal.”

The theater was packed, and the smell of buttered popcorn made her mouth water. Her snack consisted of a measured amount of jelly beans and a diet soda. Jeremy stuck to snacking on hard candy and soda—in deference to her, she figured.

Afterward they went to a nearby coffee shop and ordered specialty coffees. “I’d kill for some french fries,” she said with a sigh. “I thought I was going to have to ask the guy sitting next to me with his bucket of popcorn to move. The smell was making me crazy.”

“Once you get your transplant, you can pig out on french fries and popcorn too.”

“Sounds heavenly to me.” They rarely discussed the actual transplant anymore because it was too depressing.

“I’ve agreed to see my father this Friday,” Jeremy said quietly.

“You have? But that’s good. You shouldn’t be estranged from him.”

“I’m doing it for two reasons: Jake wants me to, and I know you do too.”

She stirred her coffee, watching Jeremy’s face. “What do you think he wants?”

“Probably wants to offer me a deal, his kidney for mine,” he said sardonically.

She giggled. “Maybe he just wants to kiss and make up.”

“He knows how he can make up with me.”

She leaned back and propped her feet up on another chair. Sitting for so long in the movie had caused her legs and feet to swell. Her shoes felt tight, but she was afraid to take them off; she might not be able to get them back on. “Did I tell you that I persuaded my mom to go back to her Head Start job? She was planning on not returning this school year, but I told her I wanted her to work. She gets too preoccupied with my kidney problem and drives me nuts with her hovering. I have to take over someday.” She paused. “I’m thinking of getting my own apartment, Jeremy.”

He sat up straight. “When?”

“As soon as I can. I need to be out on my own.”

“Then why not go to college? You can live in the dorm if you don’t want to live at home.”

“I’m not ready yet. Maybe in January, like you suggested. But right now I want to learn how to cope on my own. This is my kidney problem. Not my parents’. Not yours.”

He looked hurt. “I didn’t mean to make you feel as if I was taking it over.”

“I know you care. But things should never have gone this far. You at war with your family. You living with a stranger. You dropping out of high school. Things have simply gotten out of hand, and I feel like it’s my fault.”

He opened his mouth to protest.

“Let me finish,” she told him. “I’ve been wanting to say this for weeks. I think you should drop your emancipation suit, Jeremy.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Why not?”

“Because you need my kidney.”

She shook her head. “I need a transplant. I would like to have your kidney.”

“It makes no sense to me that you shouldn’t have my kidney.”

“Let’s not argue. All I’m trying to say is that I need to handle my own problems. If your father offers you an olive branch on Friday, take it.”

His lips pressed into a thin line of stubbornness. She reached out and took his hand. “Make peace with your father. Don’t turn this suit into a contest of wills. Because if you do, no matter how it turns out, no matter what a judge rules, both you and your father will be losers.”

On Friday Jeremy dressed with care. He didn’t want to go to the meeting looking or feeling like a kid. When he walked into the living room of the apartment, Jake looked up from his seat on the sofa. “Not bad, Jeremy. Is that my silk dress shirt?”

Jeremy grinned sheepishly. “And your silk tie. Your stuff goes pretty good with my blue suit, don’t you agree?”

Jake grinned back. “No contest. Don’t get it messed up.”

“Not to worry. I promised Jessica I’d try to bury the hatchet.”

“Just don’t bury it in your father.”

Jeremy groaned at Jake’s bad joke. It wasn’t going to be easy to face his father, especially after their day in court two weeks before.

He had a stomach full of butterflies as he and Jake drove to the campus. Jeremy glanced at his watch and thought about Jessica. She’d be almost through with her dialysis treatment by now. In his mind’s eye he saw the treatment center, the rows of recliners, the small dialysis machines, the many patients. He felt a pang of regret. More than anything, he’d wanted to change things for her, to free her from the machine and make her life better. All he’d succeeded in doing was to bring more tension into her life.

Jake interrupted his thoughts. “It’s best to take your cue from your father. If he wants to be belligerent and antagonistic, get out of the room. I’ll step in and tell him that our next stop is federal court. Fran is writing a new brief as we speak.”

“Good. I still don’t want to give up.”

“Just don’t go into the room with any preconceived ideas,” Jake counseled. “Anything can happen, Jeremy. Anything.”
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Jessica left the dialysis unit feeling better than she had in weeks. It was early September, and she thought back to the previous Labor Day. Her parents had taken two rooms at an oceanfront hotel in Virginia Beach, and they’d had a wonderful time. Jeremy had driven down, and together they’d swum in the cool Atlantic water, walked the beach at night hand in hand, and danced at a small bistro that catered to the teen crowd.

She smiled at the memory. Even though she’d been experiencing some signs of kidney failure, she’d ignored them and had had one of the best times of her life. Who knew? she asked herself. What a difference a year made!

She slid behind the wheel of the car and turned on the air-conditioning to cool the steamy interior. This whole summer had slipped past, and Jessica had few good memories. Enviously she thought about her friends who’d gone to the beach in Florida. Maybe next summer, if she was still on dialysis, she could locate a dialysis center near the shore and take her treatments and spend time at the beach.

On a whim, she checked the car’s glove compartment and found a map of Virginia. Eagerly she traced a line with her finger from Washington to Virginia Beach. It was expressway all the way. And according to the legend at the top of the map, it was only two hundred miles to Virginia Beach.

Suddenly she was seized with an intense longing to see the ocean, smell the salt air, walk barefoot in the rolling surf. She looked at the clock on the dashboard. It was just barely noon. She’d been going for dialysis early on Fridays during the summer in order to have a long weekend. So why not take advantage of it? If she left now, she could make it to the beach in three hours. She could visit the ocean, eat dinner on the pier, watch the moon rise and still be home before eleven.

Jessica felt a tingle of excitement. Why not? Her parents weren’t scheduled to be home until six tonight. She could call them from the pier and tell them what she was doing. No way could she call before she left; they’d be adamant that she not make the trip. If she waited until later, there’d be nothing they could say except “Come home now!”

If only Jeremy could go with her … but he was about to meet with his father. She grinned and, feeling like a child playing hooky, eased the car into traffic and drove toward the expressway and Virginia Beach. She headed toward the ocean and a few precious hours of freedom.
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“How are you, son?”

Jeremy stood awkwardly in the small conference room, looking at his father’s lined face, unsure whether he should shake his hand. Frank Travino looked tired and thinner than he had when Jeremy had moved out.

“I’m doing fine,” Jeremy answered, then crossed to the oval conference table and took a seat. “How’s Mom?”

His father sat across from him. “Physically, she’s fine, but emotionally …” His voice trailed off.

Jeremy gritted his teeth, not wanting to rise to the bait. “This has been hard on all of us emotionally,” he said. “I never intended to hurt anybody—especially Mom.”

“She—um—she wanted me to tell you that she misses you and to ask you to please come home.”

“I don’t think I can do that yet.”

“I want you to come home too. We both miss you.”

Jeremy knew the admission wasn’t easy for his father, but he also knew he couldn’t give in to emotional blackmail. “Jessica still needs my kidney,” he said quietly.

“You lost in court.”

“I lost in one court. There are others.”

“Yes, your attorney told me you will appeal.”

Jeremy nodded, not wanting to reveal any more information than necessary. He knew enough to let Jake handle any legal discussion of the case.

“You’ll lose again,” his father said matter-of-factly.

Jeremy felt his anger rising. “If I do, I’ll try again.”

“The process can take a long time.”

He was telling Jeremy much the same thing Jessica had. But coming from her, it hadn’t sounded so threatening.

“Is that what you’re hoping? That the process will take so long that Jessica will die?”

“Of course not—”

“Or that her doctors will find another donor?” he added, interrupting his father.

“Would that bother you? Would it matter if she ended up with another person’s kidney?”

“Why should it matter? Just so long as she’s okay.”

His father drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “Because then you couldn’t be the hero.”

Shocked, Jeremy bolted to his feet. “Is that what you think I’m trying to be? A hero? Let me explain it to you one more time—in case you don’t remember.” He felt hot. “Jessica doesn’t tolerate dialysis very well. She needs a transplant. No one in her family can be a donor. She’s not a candidate for a cadaver kidney. I was willing to be a noncompatible donor, but wonder of wonders, the tests showed me to be a good match. Therefore, she has less of a chance of rejecting my kidney. Which means that she can return to a more normal life. Go to college. Get a job. Maybe even grow old.”

His father rose too. “Calm down. I didn’t come here to fight with you. Can’t you sit down and listen to what I came to say?”

Jeremy didn’t want to calm down. He wanted to get out of the room and slam the door behind him. But he kept hearing Jessica’s voice telling him to make peace. And Jake’s plea to hear his father out and avoid litigation if possible. But if he gave in now, it would be as if he were a little kid heeding Dad’s decree. Still standing, he asked, “So why did you come?”

“I wanted to see you.”

“You saw me in Judge Monsanto’s office.”

“And you never even spoke to me.” His father sounded wounded.

“I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t very well have congratulated you on winning, now could I?” He shook his head in disgust. “That’s all you ever care about anyway—winning. It’s the most important thing. The only thing.”

“No!” his father said sharply. “This isn’t about winning.” Jeremy saw that tears had sprung to his father’s eyes. He waited while his father reined in his emotions. “It’s about losing, Jeremy. It’s about losing you.”

Slowly Jeremy sat down.

His father continued, “I’ve already lost one son. I can’t lose another.”

“Tom,” Jeremy whispered.

“He was alive. Then in an instant he was dead. Nothing in all my years of living prepared me for that. I only know I can’t go through it again.”

“I’m not going to die, Dad.”

“I know it’s an irrational fear,” his father said, raking his hand through his hair. “I know that thousands of people undergo surgery every day and come out just fine. I know that in my head. But in my heart—” He shook his head. “I can’t stand to think about you dying on the table. Or suffering irreversible damage. Of you ending up like Tom. And if any of those things happened, I would be responsible because I agreed to let you do it. In short, it would be my fault if something bad happened to you.”

Stunned by the fervor in his father’s voice, astounded by the scenario his fears had written, Jeremy found it difficult to respond. Finally he said, “I’m not Tom.”

“That’s what the psychiatrist at the hospital told me.”

“You spoke to her? When? Why?”

His father rubbed his eyes and let out his breath. “I stormed into her office after you passed all the hospital tests. I went to fight with her, to castigate her for saying a sixteen-year-old boy was competent to make the decision to give away an organ.”

“That’s what her report said,” Jeremy declared. He barely recalled that part of the testing process.

“I didn’t think a woman who’d seen you for a couple of hours could know you as well as your own parents. I called her names, I yelled and told her she was a puppet of the hospital, doing their bidding because they wanted to perform another transplant.”

“You didn’t!” Jeremy cried, appalled.

His father shrugged. “I told her you’d lost a brother—how could you be rational? You know what she said?”

Jeremy shook his head, fascinated by the story.

“She said, ‘Mr. Travino, Jeremy’s dealt amazingly well with his brother’s death. I suspect that’s because he’s talked about it so much with Jessica and traveled through so many aspects of the grieving process. You, sir, however, haven’t even begun to deal with it.’ ”

Jeremy’s jaw dropped. His father? He was always so much in control. He was brilliant, tenacious, unflappable. And yet he hadn’t fully dealt with Tom’s death?

“Is it true? How about Mom?”

“I’m afraid she isn’t coping with it either. And that’s my fault too. I never let her talk about it to me. And I never even guessed how badly she needed to. You brought it all to a head when you packed your bags and walked out.”

“But I never meant to hurt you or Mom. I just wanted to help Jessica. I didn’t know how else to do it.”

For the first time, his father offered a wry smile. “You’re too much like me, Jeremy. You even used my own ploy from my college days against me by getting law students to defend you. You settled on a course of action, and you took it. Do you know how hard it’s been for me to have to sit back and let other forces control my life? Emancipation …” He shook his head. “That took guts. I’ve been torn between wanting to be proud of you and wanting to choke you.”

“You wouldn’t listen to anything I had to say and we were running out of time. We still are,” Jeremy added.

His father laced his fingers together and stared at Jeremy across the table. Jeremy held his gaze without flinching. At last his father said, “Your mother and I will sign the consent form. We don’t want to lose you, son, and if we don’t say yes, you’ll hate us. Please be part of our family. We need you.”

Jeremy leaped to his feet again. “Dad, you’ll really sign?”

“Only if you promise not to die on us.”

A slow smile spread across Jeremy’s face. “You got it.”

“So let’s call in your attorney and break the news that he’s out of work.”

Jeremy hurried to the door and yanked it open. A startled Jake, who’d been sitting on a chair near the door, jumped to his feet. “We’re dropping the suit!” Jeremy exclaimed. “My parents are going to allow me to donate.”

Jake stepped into the room and regarded Jeremy’s father cautiously. “Is that true, sir?”

“It’s true.”

Jake’s face broke into a grin. “I think that’s great news.” He held out his hand, and Frank Travino took it.

“Can I ask you on what grounds you were planning to appeal?” Frank asked. “Just for the record.”

“Constitutional grounds.”

“Federal court?” Jeremy’s father asked, sounding surprised.

“You know—what rights a minor has over his own body,” Jake said. “It’s a constitutional issue.”

“I guess you could plead that,” Frank said, looking impressed.

“It was Jeremy’s idea.”

Frank turned and looked Jeremy full in the face. In his eyes Jeremy could have sworn that he saw astonishment. And pride.
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The next thing Jeremy did was head for the phone to call Jessica. Her mother answered on the first ring. “Mrs. McMillan—,” he started.

“Is Jessica with you?” Her voice sounded high and thin, edgy, near hysteria.

His heart thudded. “No, she’s not.”

Her mother let out a strangled cry. “Oh, Jeremy, she’s missing. She never came home from dialysis today.”
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Traffic on U.S. Highway 17 was at a standstill in both directions and had been for over an hour. Jessica had sat in the car with the engine running until she realized she wasn’t going anywhere. She turned off the engine, got out of the car and paced the shoulder of the road with other stranded motorists. She heard them talking about the tie-up.

“A semi overturned.”

“According to my CB, it was carrying hazardous chemicals and spilled the stuff over both sides of the road.”

“The cleanup could take hours!”

“How far to the next exit?”

“Maybe ten miles.”

“Then we’re stuck?”

“Guess so.”

Jessica climbed back into her car and turned on the air-conditioning for a few minutes. The summer sun was broiling, her head was throbbing and she felt sick to her stomach. She realized too late that her mother had taken the car phone with her in their older, less reliable car so that Jessica could have the newer vehicle. She was out of communication with everyone.

The clock on the dashboard read 3:00 P.M. She also realized the trip to the beach was out. She had to wait until she could get to an exit so that she could turn around and head back to the Washington area. “This is the pits,” she mumbled. She laid her head against the back of the seat and shut her eyes.

Jeremy had gone straight to Jessica’s house from the campus. Because of daylight saving time, it was still light at seven o’clock, but the fading sun only made him feel more anxious. Her parents were beside themselves with worry. “The dialysis unit said she left at eleven-thirty,” her mother said tearfully. “I called the police, but they can’t begin an official search until she’s been missing longer.”

“But she’s got medical problems,” Jeremy blurted. “And this isn’t like her. I’d called to tell you good news. This can’t be happening just when it’s all going to work out.”

Jeremy paced the floor, his heart thudding with fear. Something was wrong. Jessica always came home after dialysis. Often she got sick, and he knew she would want to be in familiar surroundings. “I think I know a way to speed up the police,” he said.

“Do it,” Ruth pleaded.

Jeremy dialed his home number, telling Jessica’s mother, “My father will help.”

When traffic finally began to creep forward, Jessica inched along with it, willing her car to the nearest exit. Once there, she’d find a phone and call home. It was just five; her parents wouldn’t even be home yet and wouldn’t have missed her. She’d leave a message on the answering machine telling them she was on her way and not to worry.

It was almost six when she finally made it to the exit, but it took another twenty minutes to get off the ramp. Traffic at the two gas stations near the exit was backed up for a mile in either direction and the lines for the phone seemed just as long.

She heard one motorist tell another, “Can’t return on Seventeen because it’s a snarl with everybody trying to get back to Washington. Right now we’re just hoping to find a place to spend the night.”

Dismayed, she decided to go home by another route. She studied the map, but felt confusion spreading over her like a thick fog. I should eat something, she told herself. She found an old granola bar and a bag of pretzels in the glove compartment. She’d worry about her special diet later.

She drove, allowing the air-conditioning to blast in her face. The coolness made her feel better. When she saw a country side road, her heart leaped. Quickly she turned onto it. Surely there’d be a farmhouse somewhere along the old road where she could stop and call home for help.
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Jeremy had to hand it to his father. The man certainly had clout and knew how to use it. He and Marilyn had rushed right over when Jeremy called, and after Jeremy’s brief reunion with his tearful mother, he watched his father go to work.

Frank called prominent people, barking orders and threats into the phone. By nine o’clock the police had put out an all points bulletin on Jessica’s car. “If any officer spots it, we’ll know,” said the detective who’d come to Jessica’s house.

“What if she’s been carjacked?” Her mother was nearly hysterical.

“We’ll find her,” the detective said.

Jeremy’s mother tried to comfort Jessica’s.

Earlier, while they’d waited, he’d told Don and Ruth about having his parents’ consent to donate his kidney. The news fell flat. How could he donate an organ to a girl who was missing? One who could be in serious trouble?

The country road had turned into a trail of rutted red clay and weeds. “Don’t panic,” Jessica told herself, forcing down waves of fear. All she had to do was turn around and go back the way she’d come. She’d return to the highway; surely by now the traffic would have cleared. She backed the car over the rough, hard Virginia ground and felt a rear tire sag. The sun was dipping low—soon it would be dark.

Her mouth felt dry as cotton. If only she had a sip of water. Medications! With a start, she realized she hadn’t taken her evening medicines. At least she had a pill bottle in her purse with a dose of the most vital prescriptions. She looked for a place to stop that was friendlier than the rutted road. It was terribly hot since now the air-conditioning seemed to be blowing hot air and wasn’t working properly. She saw a large tree in the middle of a field; it looked cool and inviting. Maybe if I rest awhile, I’ll feel better, she told herself. Carefully she drove toward the tree, hearing the thump, thump of the tire.

Beneath the tree’s branches, the air was cooler. Her shoes pinched, and she knew her feet were swollen. Still she got out and limped around to the back of the car and saw that her right rear tire was flat. She didn’t have either the strength or expertise to change the tire. She fought down panic. Someone would find her. Sooner or later, she’d be found.

She returned to the car, where she fumbled in her purse until she found the pill bottle. Her mouth was so dry she couldn’t swallow, so she said to herself, “I’ll take a little nap.” Things would look better after some sleep.

Jeremy’s father called the local media at ten o’clock, hoping to get a story about Jessica on the late news. Jeremy drove to several local stations with photos of Jessica and a brief description of her medical condition.

A reporter from The Washington Post came to the house and did an interview with Jessica’s parents, telling them he’d have the story on the front page of the morning edition. He asked, “Was your daughter depressed? I mean, about her condition and all?”

“She was coping,” Don McMillan said.

“She wouldn’t have simply run off, would she?”

“No!” He sounded angry. “She knows she can’t survive without dialysis. Besides, we’ve just learned that she is to receive a kidney transplant. It’s what she’s been waiting for.”

Jeremy was thankful that Don hadn’t looked toward him. At this point he didn’t want the press to know he was to be Jessica’s donor. He didn’t want to answer a hundred questions. Didn’t want them to know about the lawsuit. It might only add fuel to their speculation on her running away.

At eleven the local news channels ran the story about Jessica along with her photo. At midnight the detective who had remained with them at the house suggested they all go to bed and promised he’d keep them apprised of any new information.

Of course, no one went to bed. Jeremy waited by the phone with both sets of parents, drinking coffee and willing the phone to ring. But it didn’t—not once during the long and arduous night.

Jessica awoke with a start. She’d fallen asleep across the seat of the car. The lights on the dashboard had gone out. With a sickening sensation, she realized that she hadn’t turned off the key, and the interior lights and radio had run down the battery. Her heart thudded wildly.

She tried to start the engine, but it made a grinding sound and she knew the battery was dead. A flat tire and a dead battery. Not good, she thought. She imagined her parents worrying about her. And Jeremy. She’d give anything to see his face, have him hug her. She wondered how his meeting with his father had gone. She hoped she got out of this mess in time to find out.

Outside, the moon drifted from behind the clouds, and in its weak light she squinted at the face of her watch: 3:00 A.M. By now, she hoped, people were out looking for her. The night air was humid, and the dampness made her feel chilled. She mumbled a prayer, curled up in a ball and fell into a fitful sleep.

Jessica’s picture and story were all over the morning news shows and papers. A headline read: MISSING GIRL NEEDS DIALYSIS. Jeremy rubbed his eyes, bloodshot from lack of sleep, and read every word. The phone at Jessica’s house started ringing as concerned friends and neighbors called. The detective cut the callers short, telling them the line had to be kept open for important police calls, and just in case Jessica called home herself.

Jessica’s mother had been given tranquilizers, so she slept. When Jessica’s father felt heart palpitations, his doctor insisted on bed rest or immediate hospitalization. Don McMillan chose to remain in bed. Jeremy’s parents became responsible for cooking, fending off reporters, doing whatever needed to be done. He himself was torn between going to look for her and staying close to the phone in case she was found. One call that got through in the late afternoon was from Dr. Witherspoon. “This isn’t good,” the doctor told Jeremy. “She probably doesn’t have her medications with her.”

Jeremy could confirm that. The bottles stood upstairs on her dresser. He told the doctor that his parents had relented and that when Jessica was found, he could donate his kidney to her.

“Let’s just hope she’s found in time,” Dr. Witherspoon said grimly. “She needs to be stable for the surgery. And you’ll need to be prepped for it too.”

In a trembling voice, Jeremy asked, “How long can she go without dialysis?”

“Maybe a week,” Dr. Witherspoon said.

It had already been over twenty-four hours since she’d left the dialysis unit.

“We’ve got to find her soon.”
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Jessica woke when the sun slanted into her eyes. She felt hot and sticky all over. She groaned as she tried to sit upright. For a few dazed moments, she attempted to figure out where she was; then, in a jumble of memories, it came back to her. She was stranded in a field out in the middle of nowhere.

She thought about walking up the road, but quickly realized she hadn’t the strength. What day is it? Her head was in a fog and her skin itched like crazy. She needed dialysis. She was panting, and it hurt to breathe deeply. “Jeremy,” she called weakly.

Why didn’t he come for her? Why was he staying away? “I need you, Jeremy. I need you.”

“It’s been four days,” Jeremy wailed to the detective. “Four days! You should have found her by now.”

“You’re assuming she wants to be found,” the man countered.

“Of course she wants to be found. What kind of idea is that? She’s somewhere suffering from uremia. She can’t get to a phone. She’s probably hurt. Her doctor says she may be in a coma someplace.”

The detective put a hand on Jeremy’s shoulder. “I don’t need you to freak out on me, son. Stay calm. Every clue, every lead is being followed up. It takes time.”

“She doesn’t have any time.” Jeremy felt desperate, crazy with worry. Jessica’s time was running out.

In her dreams, she drifted in a sea of lapping water. If she came too close to the surface, she hurt. It was as if her body were on fire. Thirsty. So thirsty. All she had to do was turn her head and lap the cool water, but when she tried, the water receded and the pain was excruciating.

She was hot. She was cold. She thought another day and night passed, but she wasn’t sure. She wondered if she was dying. Poor Jessica, she heard imaginary voices say. Poor, poor Jessica. She drowned on the way to the beach in a field of grass in a car that would not start.

“It’s the first break we’ve had,” the detective told them with a tremor of excitement.

The news about Jessica had become a national story. Calls came in from all over about supposed sightings of her car. Jeremy’s father said, “We’ve heard from people as far away as California. How do you know this one is the real thing?”

Jeremy listened with mounting excitement as the detective said, “A woman called who’d been stranded on U.S. Seventeen by that overturned tanker truck five days ago. She remembered a girl who looked like Jessica standing on the shoulder of the road near her. She described the clothes Jessica was wearing exactly, and we haven’t released all those details to the press.”

“U.S. Seventeen,” Jessica’s mother said, confused. “What was she doing out that way?”

“No idea,” the detective said. “But at least we can concentrate our search in that area.”

Jeremy called Dr. Witherspoon with the news. “The minute they find her, you call the hospital,” the doctor said. “We’ll send the Life Force Helicopter for her. And you get here fast too. We’ll do the transplant just as soon as she’s stable.”

For the first time in days, Jeremy dared to hope they might find Jessica in time.

She heard a dog barking. The sound came from far, far away. She wanted the animal to hush. Didn’t it know she was trying to sleep? A gray fog shrouded her now, beckoning her ever deeper into its depths. She wanted to slip inside its soft gray arms and find peace, but something kept her from going.

She vaguely heard a pounding sound. And a voice. “Wake up, girlie! Unlock the door. Wake up.”

She couldn’t move.

She heard a noise—glass cracking? She felt the wet, cold nose of a dog and a man’s hands lifting her. And a voice saying, “I got you, girlie. Don’t you worry. Old Luther’s got you.”

“An old man going fishing found her in a field. Her car had a flat tire and a dead battery.” The detective relayed the information to Jeremy and both sets of parents. “An ambulance is taking her to the nearest hospital—it’s just a small community facility. I’ll dispatch the helicopter from here.”

“How is she?” Jessica’s mother’s voice trembled.

Jeremy held his breath, waiting for the answer.

“She’s alive. But not by much.”

Jeremy gazed at Jessica through the window of the intensive care unit, hardly recognizing her. Tubes and wires seemed to be growing out of her body. She was swollen with water weight, and her skin had a ghastly greenish tinge.

“Are you all right, son?”

He turned to see his father, who’d come up beside him. “I’m all right. Dad,” he said pensively, “nobody should have to die of kidney failure. It’s a terrible way to die.”

“I never had an appreciation of dialysis the way I do now. Seeing her like this …” Frank didn’t complete his thought.

“And nobody should have to live their life hooked to a machine if they can get a transplant. That’s why I know I’m doing the right thing by giving her my kidney.”

“I’m still afraid for you.”

“I’m going to be fine.”

“Dr. Witherspoon says the incision on your back to remove your kidney will be about fifteen inches.” He held out his hands to demonstrate the length for Jeremy. “You’ll have a scar there all your life.”

“Jessica will have one too,” Jeremy countered.

“Your recovery won’t be easy.”

“Hers will take longer.”

“Nothing I can say will dissuade you, will it?”

“Nothing.”

His father sighed. “I didn’t think so. You’ve already missed the start of school, you know.”

“It won’t be a problem.” He’d already decided to finish his senior year. The schoolwork was easy for him. It would give him more time to be with Jessica while she recovered and adjusted to her new kidney and antirejection medications.

“I’ll be glad when this is all behind us,” his father commented.

“Me too.”

“Just for the record”—his father gripped his shoulder—“I’m proud to call you my son.”

His father left, and Jeremy turned to gaze once again at Jessica as she slept. He pressed his forehead against the glass partition and said a prayer of thanks to God for sparing her. Then, for the first time since the ordeal had begun, Jeremy allowed himself to cry.

After she left intensive care for a private room, Jessica learned that she’d become a minicelebrity. “You mean I was on national news?”

“Yes,” her mother said. “The mail still hasn’t stopped coming.”

“And your room looks like a florist shop,” her father added.

Jessica felt embarrassed.

“We saved all the newspaper clippings for you to read,” Jeremy added.

“I would have rather become famous some other way,” she admitted. “It was so weird when I was stuck out in that field. I wanted to do something to help myself, but I couldn’t. My brain felt fogged in.”

“It’s just as well,” her father said. “The police said the smartest thing you did was to stay with the car. If you’d tried to walk away and collapsed—”

“Well, it’s over.” She interrupted him. “And now the real work begins.” She looked up at Jeremy. “Dr. Witherspoon told me the transplant is set for day after tomorrow. You sure you don’t want to change your mind?”

“What? And miss my chance to make the national news?” he kidded. “Maybe they’ll want to make a TV minimovie about us.”

She rolled her eyes.

“They could get a hot young star to play me. And who could they pick to play you?” he mused.

“Willy the Whale?”

He chuckled, then sobered. “No matter how this turns out, Jessie, I don’t have any regrets.”

Two days later their beds stood side by side in the preop room as they waited for the transplant teams to assemble. Jeremy would be in one operating room and Jessica in another. One team of surgeons would snip out his healthy kidney and sew him up, and the other team would place the organ in Jessica’s body. The whole procedure would take four to five hours.

Jeremy felt as if he were floating. “This stuff they gave me to relax sure does work,” he told Jessica.

She wore a green cap over her hair and had an IV line attached to the back of her hand. “Do I look as silly as you?” Her speech was slurred.

“You think I look silly? I’m wounded.” But he couldn’t suppress a grin.

“Just as soon as you’re able to move, you come visit me,” she said.

“I’ll be there.”

Two anesthesiologists appeared. “Time to go to sleep.” They injected medications into Jeremy’s and Jessica’s IV lines.

Dr. Witherspoon leaned over their beds and smiled. “Okay, you two. It’s showtime.”

Jeremy felt the medication numbing his body. He turned his head and saw that Jessica was staring at him, her eyelids heavy with the drugs. He reached his hand through the bars of the bed. She laced her fingers through his. “I love you, Jessie.”

Moisture filled her eyes. “Thank you, Jeremy. Thank you for my new life.”
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“You look beautiful.”

Jessica smiled. “Thanks for the compliment, but you’re prejudiced. After all, we share body parts.”

She gazed around the ballroom of the hotel, at the girls in beautiful dresses and gowns, at the boys in formal tuxedos.

“I must admit I feel funny out here,” she whispered in his ear. “I’ll bet I’m the only college freshman at this high-school prom.”

“You missed yours. I thought you should come to mine. Aren’t you glad you’re here with me?”

She slid her arms around him and knew that beneath his tux, along his back, was the scar that attested to his gift to her. There had been a few problems after her transplant, but for the most part it had been trouble-free. She took antirejection medication, and her body appeared to have accepted his kidney.

“One of my friends is having a weekender on his grandfather’s boat after the prom. The boat’s anchored in the harbor at Annapolis,” Jeremy said.

“I hope there’ll be food.”

He grinned. “A crate of lobsters and a mountain of french fries.”

“Count me in.”

Jeremy hugged her tightly. She looked sophisticated in a long black dress that clung to her shapely body. Her thick hair had been swept into a luxurious twist and her eyes sparkled with vitality. Jeremy thought she looked far more elegant than the high-school girls around them on the dance floor.

“I’m so glad that I’ll be going to Georgetown in the fall,” he said.

“I’ve been hoping that would be your choice.”

“Okay, so the fact that you’re there influenced me a tiny bit. I’ve also decided to go into their prelaw program. It’s one of the best.”

“Why doesn’t it surprise me?” she teased.

He shrugged sheepishly. “I’m told I have a flare for it. My dad says, ‘like father like son.’ I have to admit, it’s great to see what’s happened to my parents. The group they joined, Compassionate Friends, has helped them meet other parents whose children have died. They’re happier than I’ve seen them in years.”

“I’m glad you and your family didn’t split apart because of me,” Jessica said slowly.

“Listen, Jake and Fran both passed their bar exams and found jobs.” Jeremy changed the subject quickly. “Jake was like a brother to me.” His voice cracked as he said “brother.”

“Did I tell you what I’m considering? I think I want to major in biology and become a premed.”

Jeremy laughed and kissed her lightly on her mouth. “Wait’ll I tell my mom. She’s always wanted a doctor in the family.”

Jessica kissed him back, knowing that no matter what happened their lives were intertwined forever.
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During the first week of classes after Christmas break, between fourth and fifth periods at Mooresville High School, Trisha Thompson went looking for Christina Eckloe. She found her best friend crying in the girls’ bathroom. Her sobs were muffled and sounded almost like a kitten mewing, hardly the reflection of a breaking heart, but Trisha wasn’t fooled. She’d heard Christina cry before. And it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out why. Tucker Hanson.

Trisha slipped into the unlocked stall where Christina was hiding, her hands covering her face. Trisha unrolled a swath of toilet paper and handed it to her friend. “Here, use this. It’s more absorbent than your palms.”

Christina took the wad of paper without looking up. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose. “H-how did you find me?”

“When you didn’t show up for lunch, I started checking the bathrooms. This was my third stop.”

“Wh-where are the others? I don’t want them to see me like this.”

“Kim and Darby went on to class. Cody’s waiting outside in the hall.”

“Why couldn’t I get a guy like Cody?” Christina asked.

“You mean instead of a jerk like Tucker? That’s always been my question to you, hasn’t it?” Trisha felt angry. “Tucker is the reason you’re crying, isn’t he? I mean, he usually is the reason you cry.”

Christina nodded.

Trisha sighed. “What’d he do this time?”

“We had a fight.”

“Over what?”

“You don’t have to talk to me like I’m a child,” Christina said. She stood shakily and edged past Trisha out of the stall.

Trisha followed. “Sorry. But you’ve been fighting with Tucker off and on for years. It gets to me because he’s not nice to you.”

Christina bent over a sink and splashed cold water on her face. “You just don’t understand.”

“Enlighten me.”

“This time it really was my fault,” Christina said. “I ran into Bill Lawler at the library last night. Tucker was supposed to pick me up at nine, but we’d had a fight that afternoon and he didn’t show.”

Trisha rolled her eyes.

“Anyway,” Christina continued while drying her face on a paper towel, “Bill offered to drive me home and on the way we stopped off and had coffee. Someone must have seen us together and told Tucker, because when he picked me up for school this morning he was really upset. I tried to explain that there’s nothing between me and Bill, but he won’t believe me.”

“So now he’s mad because you had coffee with Bill? What’s wrong with that?”

“I’m Tucker’s girl. I shouldn’t have gone out with another guy.”

“Oh, please!” Trisha crossed her arms. “You didn’t go out on a date, you had a coffee together. How can he be that insecure? You’ve been with him since eighth grade.”

The entire class knew about Tucker and Christina’s relationship. He had been voted Mr. Most Popular and this year’s Homecoming King; she had been selected as Miss Best Personality and Homecoming Queen. Kids saw them as perfect for each other, beautiful people who had been going together forever and who were destined to always be a couple. Only Trisha and her boyfriend, Cody McGuire, knew about the tumultuous nature of the pairing. To Trisha’s way of thinking, Tucker was often hateful to Christina, sarcastic and even rude. Trisha didn’t understand why they stayed together. Christina could have any guy she wanted at Mooresville.

“Are you saying Cody wouldn’t object if you were seen in public having coffee with some other guy by people who think you’ve got an exclusive relationship with him?” Christina sounded defensive.

“Frank Russo and I go out all the time and Cody doesn’t feel threatened.”

“You’re coeditors of the yearbook. Of course you go out all the time. Plus Frank has Abby Harrison for a girlfriend.”

Trisha ignored Christina’s logic. “The point is, Cody trusts me. After all the years you’ve been with Tucker, he should trust you too.”

Christina looked dejected. “That’s what I told him, but he’s still angry.”

“Then that’s his problem, not yours. He needs to get over it, cut you some slack.”

“There are other things too.” Christina fished in her purse for lip gloss. “I’ve been accepted at the University of Vermont—”

“But that’s wonderful,” Trisha interrupted.

Christina smiled for the first time. “Mom and Dad think so too, especially since it came with a ten-thousand-dollar scholarship.”

Trisha was speechless. She’d always known Christina was smart, but this really proved it.

“It’s Dad’s alma mater, so he really wants me to go there,” Christina added.

“So why wouldn’t you?”

“Tucker hates the idea. He can’t accept that I would go so far from Indiana, or him. He’s really bummed out about it. He wants me to go someplace in-state, like IU.”

Indiana University at Indianapolis was a good hundred and fifty miles from Mooresville, a midsized town in the middle of nowhere. Trisha had moved to Mooresville with her parents and kid brother five years before when her father, an insurance agent, had taken over the job of area manager for his company. To Trisha, after having lived in a sprawling suburb of Chicago all her life, Mooresville had seemed like the most boring place on earth. When Christina had befriended her in seventh grade, that had made all the difference. Then, when they’d both started at the high school, Trisha met Cody, and having him for a boyfriend for two years had turned Mooresville into the center of the universe.

“How can Tucker expect you to change your plans—your future—for him? Why doesn’t he change his plans for you?” Trisha asked.

Christina shook her head. “He has to start at the community college because his grades are poor—if he decides to go to college at all. I know you and Cody are planning to go to IU together, so don’t pretend you’re making any sacrifice for each other in that respect.”

“Point taken,” Trisha said. “We do plan on going off to IU together, but first we both have to be accepted.” She and Cody had applied, but acceptance letters wouldn’t be sent out until early spring. “But I’m telling you, if I had a valid scholarship offer, I’d take it. Tucker should be happy for you.”

Trisha stared at Christina’s reflection and her own while Christina put on powder. Christina was blond, with a pretty heart-shaped face and clear blue eyes. Trisha’s plain dark hair—which she was letting grow long and which now was lank and scraggly—and brown eyes looked drab next to her friend. But Christina wasn’t conceited about her looks; she was genuinely congenial and friendly. People liked Christina because Christina liked people.

“We’ve missed fifth period,” Christina said with a sigh. “You shouldn’t have skipped on my account. I don’t want you to get into trouble.”

Trisha shrugged. “I skipped world lit, big deal. I’ve read the chapter already, and you know Mr. Childess can put a dead person to sleep.”

Christina raked a comb through her hair. “You’re the one I’m going to miss the most if I go away to Vermont, not Tucker.”

Trisha put her hand on Christina’s arm before they stepped into the hall. “Don’t let Tucker make you do something you don’t want to do. If he really loves you, he’ll give you some room to do what you want, go where you want.”

“You sound like my mother.”

“Hey, no need to insult me.”

They both laughed. Trisha had offered a standard refrain, one worthy of any adult. The truth was, she knew she was right. Tucker Hanson was trouble. He always had been and he always would be. How could Christina be so blind that she couldn’t see that?

“Ah, Tuck’s not so bad,” Cody said as he shut his locker in the crowded halls after school.

While they’d walked from her locker to his, Trisha had told him about her conversation in the bathroom with Christina. “He tries to control her, and she won’t stand up to him,” Trisha grumbled now, not pleased with Cody’s assessment of Tucker. “I think that’s pretty bad.”

Cody grinned down at her. “Like how you tell me to meet you at the library at seven and don’t be late or else?”

“That’s different and you know it. I’m talking about the way he blows up if she goes against his wishes. The very idea of telling her where to go to college. Or who she can have coffee with. You don’t treat me like that.”

“So he’s a little jealous. We guys get that way when somebody makes a move on our girl.”

“A move! We’re talking Billy Lawler here. The guy’s no more a threat to Tucker than I am to Miss America.”

Cody put his arm around Trisha’s shoulders. “I’m sure Lawler thought he’d died and gone to heaven when the lovely Christina graced him with her presence, so you’re right—Tuck has no reason to worry. But it’s just his way.”

“Don’t defend him.” Trisha pulled on her gloves before they walked out into the snow-covered parking lot.

Cody jammed his hand into her coat pocket and pulled her closer. “They’ve been acting that way for years. I can’t see it changing.”

“But why? Christina’s smart. Why does she let him treat her like she’s stupid?”

“They love each other,” Cody said with a shrug. “Just like I love you.” He nuzzled her neck as they walked to his car.

“But you treat me right. That’s the difference.”

“I do, do I? I can change that.” He took the lapels of her coat in both hands and pulled her against his chest. His eyes danced mischievously. “Into the car, girl,” he growled.

She arched one eyebrow. “You going to make me?”

“I’m bigger than you. And uglier, so watch your step.”

“Don’t make me wrestle you and humiliate you in front of the school,” she said, pulling herself up to her full height of five feet, three inches.

He kissed the tip of her nose. “Wrestle me. Please.”

A horn honked two rows over and a male voice shouted, “I said, get in the car right now!”

Startled, Trisha and Cody looked over to see Tucker driving beside a walking Christina, who was pointedly ignoring him.

Tucker called Christina some names and demanded she do what he said. Christina stopped, and so did Tucker’s car.

“You want a ride, Chrissy?” Trisha yelled. “Cody and I can take you home.”

“Sure,” Cody said. “Come on.”

“I’m taking her home,” Tucker said. “We have to talk, don’t we, honey?”

Christina turned toward them, and Trisha saw the tracks of tears on her cheeks. “Don’t get in the car,” Trisha said under her breath. “Don’t go with him.”

“Thanks,” Christina said to Trisha and Cody after an agonizing minute. “But I’ll go with Tucker. It’s all right.”

Christina opened the car door, and Trisha’s heart sank. “I’ll call you just as soon as I get home,” she called out as Tucker gunned the engine.

Christina hadn’t even gotten the door shut before Tucker sped out of the parking lot, tires spinning on the slick, blackened snow. “Jerk,” Trisha said, watching him turn the corner without even stopping at the Yield sign.

Cody slipped his arm around her again. “Let’s go.”

Tears filled Trisha’s eyes. “She didn’t have to go with him, you know.”

“I know.” Cody opened his car door and helped Trisha inside. “I’ll talk to him, okay? Maybe he’ll listen. He’s not really a bad guy.” He got in, turned over the engine, and turned up the heater. “He’s scared of losing her. If she goes away, he’s afraid she won’t come back.”

“I hope she doesn’t,” Trisha said, drying her eyes and simmering with anger. “I hope she leaves him flat.”



Two

 [image: ]

Trisha banged into her house and was partway up the stairs to her room when her mother intercepted her. “Slow down. I need you to do me a favor.”

“I have to call Chrissy.”

“Wasn’t she at school today?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then it will keep. Charlie has to be at basketball practice in fifteen minutes, and you have to take him.”

“Aw, Mom … hanging around the gym for an hour waiting for him to finish practice is the pits.”

Her mother gave her a level look. “You don’t say? This from the girl who swore that she’d be my virtual slave if I allowed her to get her license last October.”

“Yes, but—”

“No buts. Do it.”

Just then, twelve-year-old Charlie came around the corner from the kitchen, bouncing his basketball and eating an apple.

“Kill the ball,” their mother said.

Charlie grabbed the ball in mid-dribble. “She taking me? She drives like an old lady. I’ll be late and Coach makes us do laps if we’re late.”

“So hitchhike,” Trisha snapped.

“Stop arguing,” their mother said. “Just go.”

“If Chrissy calls—”

“I’ll tell her you’ll call her back,” her mother said.

Trisha marched out the front door, trailing Charlie and grumbling all the way.

The gym smelled like sweaty socks, and the noise level was giving Trisha a headache. She sat in the upper bleachers trying to concentrate on an assignment and ignore the drill work of her kid brother’s team below. It was a losing battle.

“How’re you doing?”

Startled, Trisha looked up and saw Tucker standing on the bleacher two rows above her. “Can I join you?”

She had forgotten that his brother, Jeremy, played on the same middle school team as Charlie. “It’s a free country,” she told him.

“Where’s Cody?” Tucker asked, sitting on the bench above hers.

“At his job at the new Home Depot.”

“I forgot he kept working after Christmas break.”

“He says the money’s good and since football season’s over, he’s got the extra time.” She fidgeted because she didn’t have much to say to Tucker. “How’s Chrissy?” she finally asked.

“Mad at me.”

“Go figure.”

Tucker smiled sheepishly. “All right … so I lost my cool today.”

Trisha didn’t say anything.

“You don’t like me very much, do you?”

No, she thought, but said, “Maybe I just don’t like the way you treat Chrissy.”

Tucker leaned back on his elbows, studying her. “I really love her, you know. Tell her that for me.”

“Why should I?”

“Because she listens to you.”

“Not really.” Trisha knew that if Christina really listened to her, she’d dump Tucker.

“Would you also tell her not to go off to Vermont?” He sounded solicitous, as if he really wanted the favor.

“It’s a great opportunity, Tucker. The scholarship is awesome.”

“If she stays, we can be together,” he said as if she hadn’t spoken. “I don’t want her to go.”

“It’s a long time until September. She deserves her chance. Maybe you’ll change your mind.”

“No. She’s all I ever wanted.”

Trisha knew there were kids who’d think Tucker’s statement was romantic. She did not. She thought he just wanted to have his way. “Then treat her like it,” she suggested. “Yelling at her, telling her how to act and who she can see isn’t winning her over, you know?”

For a moment, a dark glower crossed his face. The look passed, and he stood. “You girlfriends really stick together, don’t you? I’m the best thing that ever happened to Chrissy. She’ll never find a guy who cares about her the way I do.”

He started down the bleachers toward the floor, clattering all the way and making everybody else in the gym glance over. Trisha watched, silently fuming over his arrogance. They were certainly worlds apart when it came to the definition of love. She thought of love as a gift one person gave freely to another. Tucker Hanson figured it was something a person used like a rope to tie another down. And worse, it made Trisha want to scream that he had captured the heart of Christina, her best friend.

On Saturday, Christina talked Trisha into going with her to the county nursing home where she was a volunteer. Trisha wasn’t crazy about the place—some of the elderly people looked so frail that it broke her heart, but Christina always said, “It makes me feel like I’m doing something useful. And it makes me feel like Grandpa’s watching from heaven and happy about me helping others.” Christina’s grandfather had lived with her family until it had become too difficult to care for him. They’d transferred him to an assisted living facility, where he’d died two years before.

As they walked inside the old building, Christina said, “Thanks a bunch, Trisha. The staff is shorthanded because of the flu bug.”

“What are friends for?” Trisha said, dismayed by the very atmosphere of the place. The air smelled of disinfectant and medicine. The floors were clean but carpetless, the walls an institutional shade of pale green. Trisha stepped around an old lady in a wheelchair. The woman was asleep, tied to the chair so that she wouldn’t fall out. Trisha and Christina checked in at the front desk, then again at the nurses’ station.

“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” said Mrs. Kimble, the head floor nurse.

“You remember my friend Trisha. She’s helping out today.”

Mrs. Kimble’s big smile lit her coffee-colored face. “Good to see you. And nice of you to lend a hand.” She picked up a chart. “Chrissy, can you feed Mr. Tappin in room six? He just can’t go down to the cafeteria anymore.” Mrs. Kimble looked at Trisha. “Can I get you to take the patients on this list down to the exercise room? They’re all in wheelchairs, but they can’t take themselves.”

Trisha gathered the eight patients on the list one by one and wheeled them into the exercise room, where a cheerful aerobics instructor led them in stretching exercises and coordination drills. Some could barely lift their arms. Trisha helped one woman grip a one-pound barbell and curl it to her chest. The woman offered a wide toothless grin when she succeeded in doing one curl all on her own.

After the exercise class, Trisha folded and stacked towels and linen in the laundry room. It was after five when she wheeled the last of her charges into the main cafeteria for supper and went looking for Christina. “She’s with Mr. Tappin,” Mrs. Kimble said when Trisha asked about her friend. “Honestly, that old man won’t do anything for anybody except her. Why, I’ve seen him shove his tray on the floor if he doesn’t like the person who comes in to feed him. He won’t feed himself. Why, he’d starve to death if we didn’t poke food in his mouth three times a day.” She shook her head, muttering to herself. “Alzheimer’s is a mean condition. Yes, it surely is.”

Trisha went to Mr. Tappin’s room and stopped at the doorway. Christina was on her knees in front of the old man’s wheelchair, patiently feeding him spoonfuls of mashed potatoes. Trisha heard Christina saying, “Now open up wide. This stuff is so yummy. And if you finish all your supper, I’ll read you a story.”

The old man stared straight ahead but opened his mouth. Although he closed his lips over the spoon, the potatoes oozed out of the sides of his mouth and dribbled down his chin. Christina dabbed his chin with a napkin and offered another spoonful. Trisha watched, mesmerized. Christina never ran out of patience, and the old man opened his mouth obediently whenever she asked. Mrs. Kimble was right: Christina had a gift for working with the old man.

After they left the nursing home, the girls stopped for burgers before going home. “I don’t know how you do it,” Trisha said, nibbling on fries. “That place makes me sad.”

Christina smiled and shrugged. “I like to help. I’ve sometimes thought about going into nursing.”

“You’d be good at it.”

“Vermont has a nursing program,” Christina added. “Mrs. Kimble says that some of the smaller hospitals are letting surgical nurses help with routine surgeries. That means lending a hand to the surgeon, maybe even closing a patient.”

“You mean like sewing somebody up?” Trisha made a face. She didn’t find anything appealing about blood and wounds.

Christina laughed. “Somebody has to do it. Why not me?”

“If that’s what you really want to do, you should do it.” Trisha sipped her cola. “Does this mean you’re taking the Vermont scholarship?”

Christina’s smile faded. “I’m still not sure about that yet.”

Trisha told her about the conversation she’d had with Tucker days before. “He wants me to talk you out of going, but I won’t do it. If anything, I’m telling you to go.”

Christina looked resigned. “He’s been putting pressure on me for sure. He makes me feel like I’ll be deserting him. He doesn’t see it as a possible future for both of us.”

“Why do you put up with it? With him? You don’t have to.”

“I’ve known Tucker for more than half my life. He’s just always been there for me.”

“You want loyalty? Get a dog. Tucker’s immature and manipulative.”

Christina dipped her head; her blond hair fell forward, covering her face. “Don’t say mean things about him, please. He loves me and he doesn’t mean to hurt me.”

“But you’re not happy. Maybe the perfect guy is out there—maybe in Vermont—who’ll love you and treat you right.”

“I think about that too.” Christina raised her head. Her blue eyes looked serious. “When Tucker’s sweet to me, when he’s kind, he makes me feel better than any other person in the world. I can’t imagine a day going by and not seeing him or talking to him. He knows what I’m thinking, he knows what I’m feeling, sometimes just by looking at me. It’s hard to explain.”

Trisha thought Christina’s explanation sounded creepy, but didn’t tell her so. At a nearby table, a group of guys horsed around, blowing the paper casings off their straws and slapping the table surface with flattened palms. They’re flirting, she thought. And why not? They’d caught sight of Christina.

“You make him sound like Santa Claus,” Trisha said with a sigh. “ ‘He knows when you’ve been bad or good.…’ ”

This made Christina laugh. “You can turn the most serious moments into jokes, Trisha. How do you do it?”

“It’s a gift. So what do you want me to tell you? Stay with Tucker and spend the rest of your life on his roller coaster? Go to Vermont and see how you feel about him after he’s not in your face every waking minute? Both are options.”

“You’re lucky. You see things in black and white. I don’t. But I am working on it. I just need time to sort through it all. All right?”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Just be my friend. Don’t take so many potshots at Tucker. It only hurts my feelings.”

Trisha sighed. That was the difference between them—she was a take-no-prisoners kind of person and Christina had a heart the size of Texas. “One more thing, then I promise to shut up about it,” she said. “Don’t let who you’re with define who you are. Sorry if that sounds corny, but it’s what I think.”

“Is that your absolute final word on the matter?”

“Well, maybe for tonight.” Trisha grinned. “Now, turn around and smile at those guys at the table over there before they break their necks trying to get your attention. It’s the humanitarian thing to do, you know.”
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On Thursday, a blizzard blew across northern Indiana, shutting down school for two days. Trisha was going stir-crazy when Cody surprised her, arriving on skis the afternoon the snow-plows were digging out the town and rural roads. “Ski patrol!” he shouted from her front porch.

She squealed, yanked open the front door, and threw her arms around him. “I can’t believe this! Come in! I’ll fix hot chocolate. How long did it take you to get here?”

He released his skis and propped them on the porch. “About thirty minutes across the fields. The snow must be three feet deep. And some hot chocolate would be great.”

She took him downstairs to the family room, where she’d already established a comfort zone with pillows and blankets in front of a cozy fire, and a stack of videos. “If I have to watch The Matrix one more time, I’ll go crazy,” she said. They’d only lost power for an hour on the first day of the storm. Now there was nothing to do but wait until crews cleared the roads.

“But it’s such a cool movie,” Charlie piped up.

“Get lost,” Trisha told him.

“No way.”

She pointed to the stairs. “Hike, buster.”

“I’ll tell Mom.”

Their parents were upstairs in the kitchen doing some kind of project. “She’ll back me. Cody’s gone to extreme effort to be with me, not you.”

“There’s nothing to do up there!”

“You have ten games for your PlayStation. I got you one for Christmas—”

“Hold it.” Cody stepped between Trisha and Charlie. “Tell you what, sport. Give Trisha and me some time together, and I’ll come up and play a round of Spider-Man with you.”

Charlie considered the offer. “Just an hour?”

Trisha rolled her eyes. “Blackmailer.”

“One hour.” Cody set the alarm on his watch.

“You two going to get all kissy-kissy?” Charlie made a face like a fish puckering its lips.

“Hit the road,” Trisha said, picking up a pillow to throw at her kid brother.

“One hour!” Charlie bounded up the stairs, making sucking sounds.

“He’s such a brat,” Trisha said, flopping onto a row of pillows.

“Well, he’s right about one thing. I am going to kiss you.” Cody swept her into his arms.

His kiss was long and deep and Trisha felt her knees go weak. He pulled back and touched her cheek tenderly. “That was worth braving the cold for.”

“Thank you for rescuing me,” she said, laying her cheek against his chest. His wool sweater felt scratchy and smelled of cinnamon.

“Now about that hot chocolate …”

She went upstairs and into the kitchen, where her father had a dismantled garbage disposal spread over the kitchen table. Her mother stirred a large pot of soup on the stove. “Cody’s here,” Trisha said.

“You don’t say,” her mother said. “And in all this snow too. How gallant.”

“Ah, love,” her father said. “Ain’t it beautiful?”

Trisha ignored their teasing and poured milk and cocoa mix into a mug and put it into the microwave. “Can he stay for supper?”

“Of course.”

“The roads should be clear enough for me to drive him home tonight,” her father said.

Trisha had half hoped that her parents would let Cody sleep on the sofa downstairs. He had once before, and she had sneaked down in the middle of the night and snuggled in his arms until dawn. Nothing had happened between them, but it had felt really good to be held, to hear him breathing softly in her ear. Her parents would have killed her if they’d known. The microwave beeped and she carried the cup down to the basement, where Cody was flipping through a stack of CDs.

They plopped on the sofa and Cody drained the chocolate in about two gulps. “Thirsty?” she asked.

He grinned. “It was a long trek.”

“I’m glad you came.”

“I couldn’t help myself. I kept seeing you with my arms around you.”

She felt like melting. “You thought about being with me for two days straight?”

“That and your mother’s cooking,” he added, nuzzling her ear.

She pinched him hard, and next thing they were wrestling and laughing. When the alarm on his watch sounded, she was disappointed. She didn’t want to give him up to Charlie.

“Duty calls,” Cody said, turning off the alarm.

“Hey, Cody! Time’s up!” Charlie called from the top of the stairs.

“This from a kid who can’t remember which entrance of the school to wait in front of when I go to pick him up,” Trisha grumbled.

Cody kissed her. “Be back in a bit.”

Trisha sighed, immediately bored. She picked up the phone and called Christina. “Guess what?” she said when her friend answered. Trisha told her about Cody’s arrival on skis.

“Lucky you. I’m stuck here with my parents. And all Dad does is pressure me to accept the Vermont offer, while Tucker’s begging me to stay around.”

“But you have to go to college,” Trisha said.

“Oh, I’ll go, but maybe not so far away. Honestly, I think my parents want to get rid of me.”

“No way. They just don’t want you to pass up a golden opportunity.”

“Whose side are you on, anyway?”

“Yours,” Trisha said, meaning it with all her heart. “When do you have to decide for sure?”

“By the end of February.”

“That’s next month.”

“Tell me about it.”

They hung up, and when Cody finally returned from his game with Charlie, Trisha told him about the conversation. “Tucker’s being really selfish,” she said. “Did you ever say anything to him?”

“A little.” He didn’t meet her eyes.

“What? You’re not telling me everything.”

“He wants to double next Friday night. Thought it would be fun if we went to the Henderson game with him and Chrissy.”

Henderson was a town thirty miles away and its high school was one of Mooresville’s chief athletic rivals. The Mooresville basketball team, the Fighting Scots, had won seven of their last ten matches. This time, the game was on Henderson’s court.

“I like Chrissy and I love you,” Trisha said. “Do we have to take Tucker with us?”

Cody laughed. “It was his idea, remember?”

She made a face. “It’s all right with me. Maybe our presence will help Tucker stay off Chrissy’s case.”

“Tuck will drive. I’ll come here and they can pick us up together.”

“You know he almost started a riot at the Chesterton game.”

“That was last year. I’m sure he’s going to behave himself at this one.”

She laced her fingers through Cody’s. The air between them felt charged, like electricity without an outlet. Her internal radar went off. Something wasn’t right. “Are you sure you’re telling me everything?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“You found another girl you want to date and you want to break up with me.” She blurted out her deepest fear, not believing it, but using it to make him open up.

“No way.” He gave her a disgusted look. “I don’t want to ever break up with you.”

“Okay, it was a reach, but I know there’s something you’re not telling me.”

“Do I look that guilty?”

“You look like you want to tell me something but don’t know how.”

He looked sheepish. “I never could fool you.”

“Why would you want to?”

“Because I told Tucker I wouldn’t say anything. He made me promise.”

“But you want to tell me, don’t you?”

“You’re not going to like it.”

“Is it about him and Christina?”

Cody nodded. “I wish Tuck had never told me. It’s like carrying around a ticking time bomb.”

By now, curiosity was eating Trisha alive. “I can keep a secret,” she told him.

“Better than me, I hope.”

“I won’t say anything.”

“You can’t tell Chrissy.” Cody’s expression was serious, challenging.

Trisha nibbled on her bottom lip, hesitant to make a promise she might regret. “Is it something bad?”

“Not really. It’s supposed to be a good thing. I—um—I’m just not sure it is in this case.”

“Well, now you’ve got to tell me because if you don’t, I’ll burst, and how will that look to all our friends? Me smeared all over the halls. And on your new sweater too!”

He grinned, leaned forward, and kissed her. “I can’t have that happening now, can I? What a mess.”

She waited, sitting on the edge of the sofa, watching his face as he struggled with an internal war—to tell her, or to keep his promise to Tucker. Finally, Cody turned and took a deep breath. “Tucker’s giving Chrissy a ring for Valentine’s Day. He plans to ask her to marry him—just as soon as they graduate in June.”
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There’s more than one way to win a war. Trisha was aware of that truth every day she carried around the secret that Cody had shared with her. Tucker was going to sidestep the competition and go straight for the win: ask Christina to marry him and keep her from going off to Vermont forever. And worse, Trisha wasn’t sure Christina would have the gumption to refuse his proposal.

Valentine’s Day was less than two weeks away, and Trisha guiltily harbored her knowledge. She couldn’t let Cody down by telling Christina. And she couldn’t let on to Tucker that she knew. Her only hope was to try to talk Christina out of accepting the ring when her friend told her about the proposal, as Trisha knew Christina would. Until then, Trisha forced herself to keep her mouth shut.

Afraid that she might let something slip, she was glad that the yearbook kept her busy after school so she didn’t have to spend more time with Christina. The task was made even harder when Christina came up to her with a radiant smile and said, “Tucker is treating me like a queen these days.”

“Doesn’t that make you suspicious?”

“Why should it? He’s helping me remember all the reasons why I loved him in the first place.”

“So, no more pressure to make you give up your scholarship?”

“He told me to make up my own mind about it.” Christina looked puzzled. “You don’t look like you’re happy for me.”

“I’m happy,” Trisha said quickly. “I was only wondering why he backed off.”

“Because he loves me, silly. And he wants me to do what I want.”

Trisha had to turn away for fear that Christina would see how angry she was about Tucker’s newfound attitude. The pressure’s just about to begin, she wanted to tell her friend. But she couldn’t.

On the night of the Henderson game, Trisha and Cody piled in the backseat of Tucker’s car. “There’s a blanket on the floor,” Tucker said. “My heater’s not working all that great. But I didn’t think the two of you’d mind covering up with a blanket. And no one in the front seat’s going to be looking back there doing a hand check, if you know what I mean.”

Trisha didn’t like his insinuation. Cody tucked the blanket around them. “We’ll behave,” he said.

Christina offered Trisha a candy bar. “Want some? It’s dinner for me. I got tied up at the nursing home. Couldn’t get Mr. Tappin to eat tonight.”

“That old fart?” Tucker said. “Why do you waste your time?”

“Don’t call him names,” Christina said. “He’s a pitiful old man who needs extra help. You know, he’s been there three years and he’s never once had a visitor.”

“Whatever,” Tucker said with a wave of his hand. “I’ll buy you a hot dog at the game.”

Trisha felt sorry for Mr. Tappin and wondered why Christina never picked up on the fact that Tucker simply didn’t care about the things she did. It was obvious to everyone else, yet Christina acted clueless. Trisha gazed pensively out the car window. Cold, white moonlight sparkled off the fields of crusty snow. Trees in the open fields poked bare, lonely branches into the dark sky. Trisha wondered where they’d all be in the fall when they started college. Would she and Cody be together at Indiana University? Would Christina really be married to Tucker?

The Henderson High School gym was lit up and the parking lot full by the time they arrived. Inside the gym, the air felt stuffy and the noise level was deafening. The bleachers were packed on both sides. Behind the Mooresville bench sat a row of guys, some stripped to the waist, painted with the school colors—half of their bodies bright red, the other half yellow. Others wore painted stripes on their faces, like warriors about to go into battle.

Impressed by the show of school spirit, Trisha saw Frank and his girlfriend, Abby, busy taking photos for the yearbook. She waved, thinking the pictures would make a nice spread in the sports section. Cody took her hand, and they climbed up into the seniors’ cheering section, stopping every few rows to say hi to friends. By the time the four of them were settled, the tip-off had brought the crowd to its feet.

The game seesawed between the two teams; at half time, Henderson led by only two points. Trisha and Christina took off to the bathroom. On the way back to their seats, they ran into Bill Lawler, who almost spilled his soda down the front of Christina’s clothes. “Sorry,” he mumbled, his neck and ears turning beet red.

“I wasn’t watching where I was going,” Christina replied, offering a smile. “How’ve you been?”

Bill looked at Christina with such adoration that Trisha felt embarrassed for him. He wasn’t much to look at and he definitely wasn’t high on the popularity list at Mooresville, but she knew Christina’s kindness was sincere. “I—I’ve been all right,” Bill said. “I got accepted to MIT. Physics is what—”

Bill stopped midsentence as he was grabbed and whirled around by his shoulder. He dropped his soda.

“What’re you saying to my girl?” Tucker growled. “I told you to stay away from her.” He shoved Bill against the wall behind the bleachers, stopping the flow of foot traffic.

“N-nothing—” Bill stammered, looking terrified.

“Tucker! Stop it!” Christina seized Tucker’s elbow, but he sent her spinning backward into Trisha, who yelped.

From the blocked crowd, someone yelled “Fight!” and others took up the chant.

Tucker picked Bill up by his lapels. “I should take your head off, you little creep.”

Christina stood horrified. Trisha said, “For crying out loud, Tucker, back off.”

Bill twitched. The crowd closed in. From the middle of it, Cody shouldered his way through, caught Tucker around the neck in an iron grip, and broke his hold on Bill. “Come on, buddy. Let’s cool off.”

Tucker struggled briefly with Cody, but Cody wouldn’t let go. “I’m going to kick his—”

“No, you’re not,” Cody said. “You’re going to listen to me.”

A commotion from the back was causing the crowd to shift and divide. “Clear the way!” a commanding voice shouted. A large, burly man came toward them. “What’s the problem here? You let go, kid, or I’ll call the cops.” He took hold of Cody, breaking his grip on Tucker.

“He didn’t do anything wrong,” Trisha insisted, throwing herself in front of the man. “He was helping.”

The man ignored her. He glared at Cody. “Sure he was. I think you’d better get out of here,” he said. He pushed Cody toward an exit.

“But he didn’t do anything!” Trisha hurried to keep up. “You’ve got to listen. It was the other guy.” Where was Tucker and why didn’t he ’fess up?

The man kept moving, herding Cody along. The crowd dispersed like scurrying ants. On the court, a roar went up as the referee blew his whistle to start the second half. The man ushering Cody stopped at the door, shoved the handle, and pushed the door open. Cold, biting air rushed in, hitting Trisha in the face.

“Now you go on,” the man said to Cody. “We won’t have problems here at Henderson with the likes of you.”

Trisha followed Cody out into the cold, and the steel door snapped shut behind them. She stood shivering, angry tears stinging her eyes. “He wouldn’t even listen! That man just ignored me when I tried to tell him this was all Tucker’s fault.”

Cody put his arms around Trisha. “It’s okay,” he said into her hair, but she felt the tension in his body, heard a tremor in his voice. “You’re freezing.” He rubbed his hands up and down her arms.

“He didn’t even give us a chance to get our coats,” Trisha grumbled.

Trisha heard someone calling her name and looked over Cody’s shoulder to see Christina running toward them. Tucker jogged behind her. Christina arrived breathless. She tossed Trisha her coat. “Are you two all right?” Christina had jammed on a ski hat and her blond hair stuck out from the sides.

“We’re fine,” Cody said, helping Trisha on with her coat.

“No thanks to Tucker!” Trisha whirled to face him. “Thanks for standing up for your friend! Thanks for nothing!”

“Hey, man, I’m sorry, but I got shoved away.” He handed Cody his coat. “That guy was a real jerk! He took you away before I could say a word.”

“Oh, right!” Trisha said sarcastically. “Like you even tried to straighten things out.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered,” Cody said over their raised voices. “We were toast the second Tucker took a swing at Bill.”

“You had no right to do that.” Christina’s voice cut through the night. “Why would you do such a thing? Bill’s no threat to you.”

Tucker clenched his fists. “I told him to stay away from you. I told him I didn’t even want to see him within ten feet of you.”

“That’s stupid,” Christina shot back.

“Don’t call me stupid.” Tucker stepped toward her, but Christina held her ground.

“What you did was stupid,” she said. “You don’t own me, Tucker.”

“Can we take this to the car?” Cody asked. “Trisha and I are freezing.”

Tucker stomped off, heading to the parking lot.

Christina turned to Trisha and Cody. “I—I don’t know what to say …”

“It’s not your fault,” Trisha said. “Just remember this the next time Tucker lights into you. Is this what you want, Chrissy? To always be wondering what’s going to set him off? Is this what being in love with Tucker means?”

Christina hugged her arms to her chest, looking sad. “I’m cold.”

“Come on,” Cody said, putting an arm around each girl and moving them toward the parked car. “We can’t solve the problem here. We’ll go someplace warm. Eat. Talk it out.”

To Trisha, the time for talking was past. Tucker would never change. Christina needed to be rid of him.

Tucker had started the car while they crossed the parking lot. When the others were settled inside, he reached for Christina. She pushed him away. “Don’t.”

“I said I was sorry.”

“That’s what you always say, but you never change.”

“Just don’t be mad at me, baby. I went crazy when I saw him talking to you. I love you so much. I don’t know what gets into me.”

Christina said nothing.

In the backseat, Trisha wrapped the blanket tightly around her and Cody. But in spite of the blanket and Cody pressed against her, she couldn’t get warm. Tucker had ruined the whole evening.

“Let’s go back to town and stop at the Pizza Hut,” Cody said.

“Good idea.” Tucker brightened and put the car in gear. He pulled out of the parking lot and started toward Mooresville.

Tucker switched on the radio and turned the music up loud. Trisha watched Christina from the back. She could tell that her friend was holding her neck and shoulders rigid, which gave her hope that this time Tucker had finally gone over the top. Maybe now she would leave him.

The car cruised down the long, straight highway. The snowy, vacant fields flew past. Trisha saw a flash of headlights in the rearview mirror. She blinked.

“What’s this guy’s problem?” Tucker asked, glancing over his shoulder at the car.

Cody and Trisha straightened up and looked through the back window. A car seemed to be sitting on their bumper.

“I’ll lose him,” Tucker said, giving the car more gas.

“Don’t,” Christina said.

“He’s jamming us.”

“So what?” said Cody.

The car pulled up alongside them, keeping even with their bumper as the group of kids inside waved at them. A boy in the front passenger seat made gestures. “What’s he doing?” Trisha asked.

“Acting cute,” Cody said. “Ignore them. Hey, Tuck, back off, okay?”

As Tucker slowed, the other car cut in front of them and slowed dramatically.

Trisha looked through the front windshield and saw taillights coming up fast.

Tucker slammed on the brake. “This guy’s begging for trouble.”

“Don’t, Tucker,” Christina said. “Let them go on.”

Tucker blasted the horn, and one of the riders in the other car made a rude gesture through the back window. “I’m passing him.”

“Back off,” Cody said. “Besides, he’ll just speed up again if you try.”

Tucker pulled out to pass. “Basic physics, my man—force equals mass times acceleration.”

Trisha saw the front car’s taillights brighten as it slowed. She gripped Cody’s hand.

“No! Don’t!” Christina cried.

A sick sensation seized Trisha and for the space of a few seconds, she felt as if the car had grown wings and they were flying. Then, suddenly, the world turned upside down. Glass rained down. Metal tore. Someone screamed. The world went dark.
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Trisha swam in a sea of blackness, her body icy cold. From somewhere, music blared. If Charlie doesn’t turn down his CD player, Mom’s going to kill him, she thought. She tried to move, searching for her bed covers and longing to feel warm. She seemed weighted down but didn’t know why. Turn off the music, Charlie.…

She jolted awake. She lay on a blanket of snow. Her cheek felt wet, her legs numb. Light arced from behind her, throwing white spotlights on the snow in front of her face. She moaned and pulled herself upward to her knees. A wave of nausea made her gag. The music wouldn’t stop. She saw a field of snow, blue-white in the moonlight. Moisture dripped from her lip and cheek. She tried to remember what happened, but a voice interrupted her thoughts.

“Don’t move,” someone said. “Help’s coming.”

She staggered to her feet anyway. A hand reached out to steady her. She saw a boy her age, his face pale and white in the moonlight. “Who … ?” was all she could manage.

“You’ve been in a wreck. We were in the car you tried to pass. The car you were in went off the road and … and it flipped.”

She turned just enough to see that the arc of light was coming from the headlights of an overturned car. The vehicle looked like some giant’s toy, lying on its roof, its metal underbelly exposed to the cold night.

“I used my cell phone in the car—the paramedics are on their way. You should stay put,” the boy said.

She moved past him as if he hadn’t spoken, and tried to make sense of the jagged landscape. She needed to find Cody. Where was he? He wouldn’t have gone away and left her. Except for being cold, she felt nothing. The music kept blaring. Why didn’t someone turn it off?

“Here, you need a coat.” The boy moved beside her, putting his jacket around her shoulders. It didn’t make her feel any warmer.

Trisha started toward the car, but the boy turned her away. The doors were thrown open, the windshield smashed, the seats crushed, empty. Her eyes began to water. From far away, she heard the sound of a siren. It came closer, and soon eerie red lights splayed across the field of snow. She took a step. Heavy snow crunched and clung to her new boots. Trisha peered down at her boots, suddenly worried about them. If they were damaged, her mother was going to be so mad at her. Trisha remembered her mother saying, “Can’t you wear your old ones tonight? Save these for Sunday?”

She had replied, “No, Mom, I can’t. Why have new boots if I can’t wear them?”

Her tights were shredded, but the boots looked fine. She was glad they weren’t ruined, then wondered why it should matter. The car was mangled and shattered and she was worrying about her stupid boots!

“Sit down and wait for help,” the boy beside her said.

“I’m fine,” she said, surprised at how calm her voice sounded. “Do you know where my friends are? A girl and two guys. Did they go off without me?”

Out of the night, a man carrying a large white box came toward her through the snow. “Take it easy,” he said. “I’m a paramedic. I’m going to help you.”

“I’m so cold,” she said.

He got her to the door of the ambulance, where she saw Tucker sitting on the running board. He held a towel against his forehead. His shirt was ripped, and a cut ran from his shoulder to his elbow. “Are you all right?” Tucker asked.

“I—I think so.” She glanced around, confused. “Where’s Cody? And Christina?”

“Don’t know.”

A rolling stretcher had materialized, and two men lifted her onto it. “No,” she said. “I don’t need that. I’m fine.”

The paramedics ignored her, strapped her onto a backboard, and immobilized her head.

“Stop it!” she said, trying to move. She felt pinned in place, like an insect skewered to a display case.

“Lie still,” the medic said. “You’re in shock. Don’t move. You could hurt yourself more.”

She didn’t believe him. She didn’t feel a thing.

Police cars came with screaming sirens and whirling blue lights, and where their lights melded with the red lights of the emergency units, the snow looked purple. Doors opened, and more medics emerged. Someone shined a bright light into her eyes and snapped, “Responsive. Let’s get an IV in her and transport her.”

Something stung the back of her hand, and a bag was hung on a metal pole on the stretcher. “Cody. Where’s Cody?” she asked. “And where’s Christina?”

“Have you been drinking?” a paramedic asked. “Any drugs?”

“No.” How could they think such a thing?

Tucker bent over her, took her free hand. “It’s okay, Trisha.”

Tears were sliding down the sides of her face. She wanted to wipe them but couldn’t move. Tucker brushed them away for her. “I’ll be in the ambulance with you. We’re together, you hear?”

The stretcher began to move. Hands lifted it into the ambulance. As the stretcher rose, she saw shapes in a ditch, sprawled out like broken dolls. Just a glimpse, an impression, but one doll looked twisted, the other wore a ski hat. The sound of a scream filled her ears. It was a full minute before she realized it was hers.

In the ambulance, the paramedic asked her name and began to check her body. “Trisha, does anything hurt?”

“My head.”

“You’ve got a nasty cut that’ll probably need stitches,” he said, applying a bandage to the top of her head. She winced when he manipulated her right knee. Because her head was immobilized, all she could move were her eyes. She moved them in all directions. Lights glowed down from the metal top of the vehicle and rows of shelves crammed with medical equipment and paraphernalia lined the inside. She saw Tucker sitting on a bench; another medic was taking his blood pressure.

She asked, “Tucker, what happened to us?”

“Ice. We hit a patch of ice, and the car fishtailed. I tried to keep it on the road, but I couldn’t.” Tucker’s voice shook as he explained.

“What about the others?”

He shrugged. “I blacked out and when I came to, I was still inside the car. The kids that stopped … they helped me out. I—I didn’t see the others.”

Just as Trisha started to tell him she thought she had, the paramedic began to cut off her sweater with a pair of shears. “Do you have to? I—I’m cold,” she said.

“I have to check you,” he said.

She felt mortified, lying on a stretcher, unable to move, her clothing being peeled off her body in layers. “Can’t it wait?”

“The ER doc’s going to want to know as much as possible when we get there. Your clothes could be hiding an injury.”

She shut her eyes, seeing her mother’s face in her mind’s eye. All at once, she wanted her mother desperately. She wanted her mother to hold her and tell her everything was going to be all right. “My parents. They need to know. Who’s going to tell them? I want to talk to them—”

“The hospital will call them.”

Feeling sick to her stomach again, she squeezed her eyes tighter shut and prayed that she wouldn’t throw up. She couldn’t believe this was happening, this nightmare from which she couldn’t wake up. “The others in the car,” she said to the medic, “do you know what happened to them?”

“Another ambulance is bringing them in. Can you tell me where else you hurt?”

“My cheek and my lip.”

He bent over, examining her mouth through narrowed eyes. “You’ve got glass imbedded in your lip. They’ll remove it in the ER. Try not to talk.”

She shuddered at the idea of glass ground into her face.

The ambulance pulled into the unloading zone for the emergency room and the doors popped open. Her stretcher was removed from the ambulance, and she was transferred to another. Blankets were thrown over her. Inside the building, she was wheeled into a large, brightly lit room and parked behind a curtain. “Hi, Trisha,” a slim, dark-haired woman said, glancing at a chart the paramedic had handed her. “I’m Dr. Joyce. Do you know what happened to you?”

“We had a car wreck.”

“What do you remember?”

“I—I’m not sure. I saw taillights. The car began flying …” She shut her eyes. The effort to remember was making her head hurt worse. “I—I woke up and I was lying in the snow. I had friends in the car too. Do you know—”

“We’re going to stitch up your head, then take some X rays,” Dr. Joyce said, cutting Trisha off. She pulled back the curtain and barked at a tech, “Let’s get this one stitched and into radiology. I want head and torso shots. Give me a look at her right knee too.”

Another doctor appeared. He tried to soothe her as he ripped open a small kit that held scissors, needles, and surgical thread. “I’m pretty good at this,” he said with a reassuring smile. “First I’ll dab on some numbing gel, then give you a shot of lidocaine. You won’t feel anything.” He picked up the scissors. “I’m going to have to cut your hair, though.”

“Don’t …” She’d been trying to grow it long because Cody liked long hair.

“I have to, miss. It’s just hair—it will grow back.” He set to work.

When he was finished, an orderly came, and as she was being wheeled down the hall, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in a convex mirror hanging in the corridor. Could that be her? Blood caked the side of her face and matted her hair. Her lip looked distorted, and one eye was almost swollen shut. She stifled the urge to scream.

In radiology, a technician instructed her to lie still while he framed up a machine that scanned her body and took X rays from various angles. The machine looked monstrous to her, not at all like the tiny cone-shaped device her dentist used to take photos of her teeth. She wanted her parents more than anything. She wanted someone to talk to her and tell her about her friends. When she was through, an ER tech took her back to triage in the emergency room. She passed Tucker, who was being wheeled on a stretcher toward radiology. His head was wrapped in a bandage. She was too scared to speak. Where was Cody? And Christina?

Dr. Joyce’s face loomed over Trisha. “Your parents are on the way,” she said, patting Trisha’s arm. “I’ll be back just as soon as your X rays are developed and I check them out.”

“I hate being tied down,” Trisha whispered hoarsely, straining against her restraints.

“It’s only a precaution. If nothing’s broken, I’ll remove the backboard. A nurse will be over in a minute to start cleaning you up. You may need stitches in that cheek; if you do, I’ll call Dr. Scanland. She’s a plastic surgeon and does good work. Your face is too young and pretty to scar.” The doctor said all this with a smile that brought Trisha no comfort. Dr. Joyce closed the curtain halfway as she left.

Suddenly, Trisha was alone with only the noise of clattering equipment and disembodied voices. The smell of antiseptic and alcohol hung in the warm air. She felt her eyelids growing heavy but fought against the urge to sleep. She heard the sound of her own blood in her ears, felt tears slide down her cheeks. Her skin stung when the warm, salty fluid hit her wounds.

She heard the noise of a stretcher being moved and darted her eyes toward the sound. Through a gap in the curtain, she saw a man dressed in hospital garb walk away from the rolling bed he had parked out of the way along a wall. A sheet covered the form of a body on the bed. A hand hung downward just under the edge of the sheet. The fingers never moved. Trisha’s breath caught. Dear God … The person on the stretcher was dead. Trisha knew it deep inside her gut. She began to shake uncontrollably.

All at once, the curtain was shoved aside and her mother’s voice cut through the void. “Trisha! Oh, my baby … my dear, sweet baby. Look at me, honey. Talk to me, please.”
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“Mama … oh, Mama, I’m so glad you’re here.” Trisha broke into sobs as relief flooded through her.

“Of course I’m here, baby. We got here as soon as we could.”

“Where’s Dad?”

“Here, sweetheart.”

Her father took her hand. The world righted itself, and Trisha didn’t feel so scared and alone.

“I’m here too.” Trisha looked over and saw Charlie’s pinched, white face. “Are you okay, Trisha? I mean really and truly okay?”

“I think so.”

Charlie’s eyes were wet. “The police came to our house and told us you were in an accident. I thought—I was scared you might be—” His voice cracked.

All the feelings of annoyance she’d ever held toward him vanished in a wave of tenderness. She put herself in his place and realized she would be frantic if he were on this table instead of her. “I’m all right, Charlie. Honest.”

He touched her tentatively, as if he wasn’t positive she had real form and substance. “Can you come home with us?”

She didn’t answer because a nurse appeared, and her family’s faces receded as they moved aside. “Let me clean up your daughter,” the nurse said kindly. “Take a seat in the waiting room and I’ll tell Dr. Joyce you’re here.”

To Trisha, the cleanup was long and painful. Peering through a magnifying glass, the nurse extracted pieces of broken glass from Trisha’s lip and cheek. Then she cleaned the area with an antiseptic that stung like fire, smoothed on ointment, and placed a soft dressing across the cheek. “It doesn’t look like you’ll need stitches on your face. It’s just a bad scrape—you know, like when you were a kid and fell off your bike and skinned your knee. That ever happen to you?”

Trisha sniffed.

“You’re going to have a fat lip for a few days, though. And maybe a black eye. But your face will heal nicely.”

“Do you know about the others from the accident?”

“Not yet,” the nurse said.

“I—I saw one of my friends being taken to X ray, but the others … no one will tell me about the others. Didn’t an ambulance bring them in? You see, one of them is my boyfriend and the other is my best friend.” Just asking about her friends was making Trisha cry.

The nurse patted her shoulder. “Now, now. Calm down. I’ll check with Dr. Joyce for you, all right?”

“They should be here, you know. I mean, they should be if they’re … okay.” She couldn’t bring herself to offer any other explanation.

“I’ll see if Dr. Joyce wants me to give you a little something to calm you,” the nurse said, then left.

Moments later, Dr. Joyce swung the curtain aside. “Good news, Trisha. I’ve looked at your X rays and they look good. That means we can remove the backboard. You wanted that, didn’t you?”

Trisha agreed, and when it was gone, she felt freed from a prison.

“You’re going to be very sore for a few days,” Dr. Joyce said. “You’ll need to keep your knee wrapped for a couple of weeks and you’ll need crutches to get around for a while. Your family doctor can remove the stitches from your head in a week. You’re very lucky.”

“Can I go home?”

“I want to keep you a few more hours for observation. After all, you were knocked unconscious, and we always like to keep a close eye on head injuries. However, I’ll be giving you something to relax you, and that will make the time pass faster.”

“Can my parents stay with me?” She dreaded the thought of being alone—even if she was drugged.

“I’ll send in your mother. There’s really not enough room for everybody.”

The nurse came and stuck a syringe into the IV line; within seconds, Trisha felt light-headed and fuzzy. By the time her mother materialized, Trisha felt as if she were floating off the table. “Mom …,” she mumbled.

“Don’t talk,” her mother said. “Dr. Joyce has explained everything to us and said that right now, you need your rest.”

“What … time …?”

“It’s two A.M. I sent your dad home with Charlie.” Her mother pulled a chair alongside the bed and circled Trisha’s head with her arm. “Trisha, we were all so scared. Thank God you weren’t injured any worse. We talked to the police who were at the scene. They said that it didn’t look like you were wearing your seat belt. Is that true? Didn’t you have it on?”

She flipped through mental pictures. She remembered getting into the car in the Henderson High School parking lot. She’d been upset and angry at Tucker. She remembered sliding into the seat next to Cody. She recalled him putting his arm around her and settling the blanket across their laps. She didn’t remember snapping her seat belt into place. “I—I don’t think so,” she confessed.

“Oh, Trisha, why not?” Her mother’s face had a terrible expression. “You know better.”

It was true. Trisha had taken driver’s ed in school and she’d watched the horrific videos of accident victims who hadn’t worn their seat belts. “P-please don’t be mad at me …”

Her mother sniffed hard. “I’m not mad, honey, just so scared. Tucker was wearing his belt. That’s why he wasn’t thrown from the car, according to the police. Evidently no one else was wearing a belt. No one. And all of you should have been.”

Trisha recalled being lifted into the ambulance and catching sight of two bodies lying in a ditch. She hadn’t imagined it. The bodies had been Cody’s and Christina’s. She struggled to stay awake just a little bit longer. “Tell me about Cody. Are his parents here too?”

Her mother looked straight into Trisha’s eyes and smoothed her shorn hair, careful not to touch the fresh stitches. “Cody’s been taken to a Chicago hospital.”

“Chicago? B-but why so far away?” Trisha’s thoughts drifted to Labor Day weekend, when she and Christina had ridden the train into the city to shop the department store sales. They had stayed until the stores closed and almost missed the train home. She remembered how they’d collapsed, breathless and laughing, onto the seats just as the train pulled out of the station. On the ride home, they’d played show-and-tell, each taking turns to admire their purchases.

“Here’s my favorite,” Christina said. She held up a pale blue twinset that perfectly matched her eyes. “I’m going to wear it for a very special occasion.”

“Which will be …?”

“Don’t know yet. But when you see it on me, you’ll know it’s a special day.”

Trisha’s thoughts floated back to the present. Again she asked, “Why is Cody being sent to Chicago?”

“He’s had a massive head injury. Chicago is better able to take care of him because the hospital has a special head trauma unit.”

Trisha’s heart seemed to contract. “How bad is he hurt? Tell me, Mom … please tell me.”

Her mother hesitated but finally said, “He has a couple of broken ribs. And his face and arm needed stitches.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad.”

Her mother paused.

“What else? What aren’t you telling me?”

“He’s in a coma, honey.”

Trisha felt all the air go out of her lungs. “A coma? What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Oh, no … Not Cody, not Cody.” Hot tears pooled behind her eyes.

“Please don’t get upset. It won’t help you.”

“Me? I don’t care about me. I’ll be fine. But Cody …” She cried just thinking about him far away in a hospital, without her by his side. “Please tell me everything.”

“I was standing with his parents and heard what the doctor told them. He said that comas are nature’s way of protecting the brain. Cody could wake up tomorrow.”

“I want to be there when he wakes up.”

“We have no way of knowing when that will be. But I’ll take you to see him just as soon as you’re able.”

“But what if he doesn’t wake up?”

“They’re doing everything they can for him, Trisha. Don’t dwell on the negatives.”

“I want to see him.”

“You will. Just as soon as you’re able to travel.”

“I want to see him now.”

“That’s not possible, honey.” Her mother kissed her forehead. “Pray for him. Think good thoughts for him. That’s all you can do right now.”

“Can I call his mother?”

“Tomorrow. There’s time enough for that tomorrow.”

Trisha lay quiet for a while, concentrating on the vision of Cody’s face. His smile lit up his eyes and made them crinkle at the corners. She loved it when he came up behind her in the halls, put his arm around her shoulder, and whispered in her ear, “Who loves you, babe?”

And she’d say, “Have we met?”

And he’d say, “Don’t tell me you’re spoken for. Am I going to have to take some guy out before we can live happily ever after?”

And she’d say, “No. You’re the one I want.”

“Forever?”

“Forever.”

Trisha’s eyelids grew heavy, but she fought sleep. She still hadn’t heard about Christina. She clenched and unclenched her hands, digging her nails into her palms, psyching herself up to hear the news. “And Christina, Mom? How’s Christina?”

“You know, there’ll be plenty of time to talk tomorrow. You should get some rest now. I’ll go find Dr. Joyce and see if I can take you home.” Her mother stood.

“Wait.” Trisha caught her arm, her heart hammering hard. “Tell me about Christina. I don’t want to leave here until I know. If she’s really bad, I want to see her before I go.”

Her mother’s eyes filled with tears, but she held Trisha’s gaze without blinking. “I didn’t want to tell you this tonight. I wanted to wait until you were rested, stronger.”

Trisha felt new tears forming in her eyes and braced herself for what was to come, for what she could not change.

“Christina died at the scene, Trisha,” her mother said. “Chrissy’s dead.”
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Deep down, Trisha had known all along. She had felt it in her soul. When had she first suspected it? Perhaps when she’d been lifted into the ambulance and seen the dark shapes in the ditch. Or when she’d glimpsed the stretcher along the wall, the sheet pulled up to cover the human being beneath it. Her subconscious had seen it in the graceful shape of the arm, the limp fingers, the curve of the hand. Trisha had known on some primal inner level that of the four of them, someone had not survived.

Tears clogged Trisha’s throat, yet she wept without making a sound. She might have choked had her mother not shaken her and made her cough and take a ragged breath. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m so very, very sorry.”

Trisha turned and pressed her face into her mother’s stomach, her sobs muffled against her mother’s clothes. Her mother held her tight and stroked her back. Together they cried until Trisha was so exhausted that her body sagged, almost as lifeless as her friend’s. How could it be true? How could Christina, so full of life hours before, be dead and gone? And what of Tucker? He must know by now too.

She thought about what he must be going through if he knew. What was it like for him, knowing that he had been driving the car that killed the girl he loved?

“You don’t have to go to school today, Trisha.”

“Yes, Mom, I do.” While she hobbled awkwardly on her crutches, gathering her books for her backpack, Trisha never looked at her mother standing in the doorway of her room. “And this would go a whole lot faster if you’d help me out a little,” she added, feeling frustrated.

“Why is it so important for you to head off to school less than two days after your accident? It’s only Monday. Your teachers will understand if you stay out for the entire week. There’s no need to rush back.”

“I can’t stay out. I have to go. Because of Christina.” She almost broke down just saying the name.

She’d come home from the hospital early Saturday morning, gone to bed, and slept until almost two in the afternoon. She’d awakened with a start, wondering why her parents had let her sleep so late. As she moved, pain shot through her. Only then did she remember what had happened. She’d gotten up, found the crutches the ER issued her, and made it down the hallway to the bathroom. When she saw herself in the mirror, she almost fainted.

Her hair had been cut away and a large bald spot shaved where black stitches crisscrossed part of her head. Her face was swollen, her lip bulged, and the area under her left eye was bruised black. Dried blood was caked in her hair and on her neck. She was Frankenstein’s monster.

Too sore even to begin cleaning up, she returned to her room. She thought about calling Christina’s mother, but couldn’t bring herself to do it. Later, she had been relieved when her mother had told her that she had called, but that Christina’s family had left a message on their answering machine saying, “We are not taking calls at this time, but we appreciate your condolences. Please give us a few days alone with our grief.” No one was home at Cody’s house when she called, but later that night, his mother, Gwyn, returned Trisha’s message. “How is he?” Trisha asked, emotion filling her voice.

“He’s still in a coma,” Gwyn said. “But he’s breathing on his own. That’s a good thing.” Her voice quivered. “I just want him to wake up.”

“Did they tell you when he might?”

“They don’t know. They said comas can be healing to the brain. Cody’s head has suffered a severe injury and the coma is a way for it to rest and recover.”

“I want to see him so badly.”

“And I didn’t want to come home and leave him there,” Gwyn said. “But I have to take care of Jennifer and Pete.” Those were Cody’s siblings. “We’ll all go to Chicago tomorrow and visit. He looks so pitiful in the bed. He can’t speak. He can’t even open his eyes.”

The picture was too much for Trisha to bear. “Maybe I can come too.”

“Wait a while,” Gwyn said. “Maybe he’ll wake up in a day or so. Then you can come. How are you, anyway?”

Trisha told her about her injuries, finishing with “I look terrible, but I’m all right. I mean, compared to Cody and to—” She stopped herself as tears welled.

“Yes, yes. I know. I think of Christina’s family all the time. I know Julia and Nelson are devastated.” Gwyn was silent, then added, “I’ll call you the minute there’s any change in Cody. In the meantime, take care of yourself.”

By Monday, the swelling on Trisha’s face had gone down and she could cover the ugly bruising around her eye with makeup. With little fanfare, she’d chopped off her hair. She found a knit hat she liked, which she wore brim down. Struggling into jeans and a sweater, she prepared to go to school.

“I really wish you’d take another few days off,” her mother said, helping Trisha down the stairs and into the kitchen.

Charlie looked up from where he sat at the kitchen table and jumped to his feet. “Here, take my chair.” He pulled it out so that she could sit. “Want my cereal? I only took a couple of bites.”

“No thanks.” She tried to smile at him, but her lip throbbed too much.

“You must eat something,” their mother said. “I won’t let you leave until you eat breakfast.”

Food was the last thing Trisha wanted, but she didn’t want to give her mother an excuse to keep her home. “Can I have toast with peanut butter? And maybe some milk.”

As her mother set to work, Trisha let Charlie prop her crutches against the wall. “You going to school?” he asked. “You can stay home if you want. If it was me, I’d stay home.”

“I’m not you.”

The morning paper was spread across the table, open to the local news section. Christina’s pretty face smiled from a photo and the headline read: Mooresville Teen Dies in Crash; Three Injured. Trisha all but stopped breathing when she read the word dies.

“I told you to put that paper away!” Her mother barked at Charlie.

He looked panic-stricken and reached for the paper. Trisha stopped him. “Don’t. Please. I—I want to read it.”

“I’m sorry,” Charlie mumbled.

“It’s not your fault,” she told him.

She picked up the paper. At the bottom was a photograph of rescue personnel and police standing around a car resting on its squashed roof. Had a news reporter been at the scene? Trisha didn’t remember. With difficulty, she read the article:


A seventeen-year-old Mooresville High School student was killed Friday night in a one-car accident on State Highway 2, just outside the city limits, when the car she was a passenger in left the road, crashed through a fence, and overturned. Christina Eckloe, daughter of Nelson and Julia Eckloe, was transported to Memorial Hospital, where she died of injuries sustained in the wreck.

Two other passengers, Trisha Thompson, 17, and Cody McGuire, 17, and driver Tucker Hanson, 18, were transported to Memorial, where Ms. Thompson and Mr. Hanson were treated and released. Mr. McGuire was transferred to Chicago for treatment of head injuries. Mr. Hanson was driving the vehicle, but police have not charged him, and the investigation into the accident is ongoing.

The Reverend Jonathon Stiles, pastor of the church Miss Eckloe and her family attended, spoke on behalf of the family, saying, “Christina was a warm and wonderful girl. She was loved and admired by the whole community and will be greatly missed.” (See obituary on page 7.)



Trisha stopped reading. Her hands shook so hard that she couldn’t hold the paper steady. “Would you turn it to page seven?” she asked Charlie.

He glanced up at their mother, who gave a resigned nod.

In the obituary section, Christina smiled from her senior picture. Trisha noted the particulars about Christina’s funeral listed beside the photo. “The visitation’s tonight,” she said with a start, looking hard at her mother. “Weren’t you going to tell me? Were you going to let me miss it?”

“Of course not.”

Trisha didn’t believe her. “And the funeral’s Tuesday. Were you going to let me skip that too?”

“There’s time—”

“Time? Time for what? She’s dead, Mother. My best friend’s dead and you weren’t even going to let me go to her funeral.”

“That’s not true—”

Trisha cried out and swept the paper from the table. She struggled to her feet. “I hate you! I hate all of you!”

Charlie looked dumbstruck. Their mother rushed over to Trisha and caught her by the arms. “Stop it! We would have never let you miss the funeral. We only wanted to protect you. Now get ahold of yourself.”

Trisha dissolved into heartrending sobs. Her mother cradled her. “She’s gone, Mama. She’s gone forever. What am I going to do? What am I going to do?”

Her mother didn’t answer, and Trisha knew there was no answer. Christina was dead. In two days she’d be buried. She’d be put into the hard cold ground, never to see the world again.

“Why don’t you lie down?” her mother said.

Trisha pulled away. “I’m going to school,” she said. “Someone has to be there for Christina today. And if you won’t take me, I swear, I’ll walk every step of the way.”

She didn’t have to walk. Her mother got her to the front entrance; as Trisha slowly made her way through the halls, groups of kids parted like field grass to let her pass. They stared. Ordinarily, the stares and whispers would have made her feel self-conscious. Today she didn’t. Because today, it wasn’t about her. It was about Christina. She heard the name spoken as she passed, from voices filled with tears. She didn’t say a word to anyone because she didn’t trust her voice.

Heading toward her locker, she rounded a corner. A teacher stepped in front of her. “Trisha, you’re back so soon?”

No, Mrs. Dodge, I’m only a figment of your imagination. “Yes, Mrs. Dodge. I couldn’t stay home. Not today.”

“It’s all so tragic. I’m glad you weren’t hurt any worse.”

Any worse than my heart being ripped in half?

“Thank you, Mrs. Dodge.”

“And Cody? How’s he doing?”

He could have died too, Mrs. Dodge. We were all just a heartbeat away from dying in the accident like Christina.

“His doctors don’t know yet.” Trisha wished the woman would go away.

“We’re going to have a memorial service in the gym on Friday,” Mrs. Dodge said. “We decided at an emergency faculty meeting this morning. We think it will give the school a chance to pay their respects to Christina and gain closure. Since you knew her best, we thought you might like to say a few words. Can we count on you, Trisha?”

A service? A rally? A send-off? Are you joking? Trisha felt numb. “I—I guess I could.”

“I told the staff it would be all right to ask you.” Mrs. Dodge turned. “We’re all sorry, Trisha. She was a wonderful girl.” Mrs. Dodge patted Trisha’s shoulder and walked off.

Was. Used to be. Once upon a time. Christina was past tense. Trisha’s chest felt as if a heavy weight were pressing into it. She went light-headed. The floor began to spin. She dropped her crutches. A hand grabbed her. She looked up into Tucker’s grief-stricken face.

“Let me help you,” he said.

She had no choice—her knees had started to cave in. Without warning, a wail rose from her throat. Tucker put his arms around her, and they stood in the hall clinging to one another, crying. A group of students held hands and closed ranks around them, as if to shield them from the tentacles of a monster they could not escape.
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Trisha and Tucker were taken to the guidance counselor’s office by a teacher who found them crying together and believed they should “take it easy” and that perhaps they had returned to school too soon after their “ordeal.” And that maybe meeting with Mr. Chambers might help them “get a handle” on their emotions. Trisha wanted none of it. She felt bad about breaking down so publicly, but she didn’t want her mother called. And she didn’t want to talk to Mr. Chambers about it either.

To Mr. Chambers’s credit, he didn’t push either Trisha or Tucker to talk. He brought them both colas from the drink machine and, after a few minutes of making sure neither Trisha nor Tucker was hysterical or totally undone, he left them alone. Trisha hadn’t seen Tucker since the night of the accident. He wore a large, flesh-colored bandage on his right temple where his head had struck the windshield. There was another bandage on his forearm; Trisha saw it under the edge of his sleeve. His eyes were red-rimmed. He had cried. She had seen Charlie cry, but he was a kid and Tucker wasn’t. She thought better of Tucker because he had cried instead of clinging to some stoic macho code.

“How are you doing?” Tucker spoke first.

“Not so good. How about you?”

“The same. My parents didn’t want me to come to school today.”

“My mom wanted me to stay home too.”

“My dad thinks everyone’s going to blame me. Do you blame me, Trisha?”

She didn’t know how to answer him. His expression was one of pure torture, but truth was, he had been driving the car. She thought hard before saying, “I don’t remember much about the accident, you know. It’s mostly just impressions—a flash here and there, pictures that keep rolling around inside my head that I can’t quite pin down.”

“ ’Cause I couldn’t stand it if you thought it was my fault. I wouldn’t blame you, but I couldn’t stand it.”

“The paper didn’t say much about the accident. Did you read the story?”

“I read it. The police told us there’ll be a coroner’s inquest into the accident. That’s where they’ll decide if it was an accident or a reckless homicide.” His voice broke. “What if it’s ruled a reckless homicide, Trisha? What if they say it was my fault? That Christina’s dead and Cody’s in a coma because I was driving recklessly?”

She heard his pain and his fear. She couldn’t believe how life had changed so quickly for them. She wanted to tell him it would be all right, but she couldn’t. Something kept nibbling at the edges of her mind, some memory about the night of the accident that couldn’t get out. She hated the blank spaces in her head. They gave her a headache. “I guess you’ll have to go with whatever they say,” she told him. And thought, and deal with the consequences.

“I guess so.” He buried his face in his hands, rubbed his eyes, and groaned. “Why did this have to happen? She didn’t deserve to die. Maybe I am guilty. Maybe it was all my fault.”

She couldn’t console him. She had never cared for Tucker, but now he was the only person in the world who understood what she was going through. He was part of the situation—but was he responsible? Other people might say they understood, but how could they? Had they been in the car? Had they lain in the wet snow, or heard sirens coming for them, or seen their best friend covered with a sheet in a hospital?

She and Tucker had survived. “How do you suppose God decides who lives and who dies?” she asked, not because she expected an answer, but simply because the question had popped into her mind. “Why did we live and Christina die? I’m not so special. She was very special.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “God didn’t play fair.”

“I’m scared for Cody,” she said. “I’m scared he might die too.” She voiced her deepest fear, because she and Tucker were in this together and she had to tell someone what was eating her alive.

“I talked to his mother. She was nice to me. I thought she might hate me, but she doesn’t,” Tucker said.

Trisha couldn’t grant him absolution, no matter how many times or ways he asked her for it. “I’m scared about tonight too,” she said. “About the viewing and all.”

“Do you think—” he stopped, then started again. “They’ll make her look pretty, won’t they? I mean, isn’t that their job? To make people look good even after an accident?”

She hadn’t thought about it, but the idea that Christina might look mangled and battered made her stomach feel queasy. “I—I guess so.” Her friend was so pretty in life. Shouldn’t she look the same in death?

“You’ll be there, won’t you?” He looked apprehensive.

“I’ll be there.”

“Can I hang with you? I don’t want to be there by myself.”

“But your parents will come, won’t they?” She didn’t think she could be responsible for Tucker and herself.

“Sure. But so will hers.”

His message hit her like stones. She had yet to face Christina’s parents. In her mind’s eye, she saw Christina’s pretty blond mother, Julia. She saw the years of afternoons she had spent at Christina’s house, with Julia more like a third girlfriend than a mother. Christina was her parents’ only child and they adored her. They were alone now. Devastated.

Trisha said, “If you get there first, wait for us in the parking lot. If I get there first, come inside and find me.”

He looked grateful. Tears shimmered in his eyes. “Thanks.”

It struck her that in all the years she’d known him, she’d never heard him say that word to her. “It’s what Christina would have wanted,” she said. “She would want us to stick together.”

Trisha heard the bell ring, glanced at the clock, and was shocked to see that it was almost noon. The morning was gone. The afternoon would be gone soon too. All that remained was the night—the long, dark night at the funeral home where Christina lay, waiting for family and friends to tell her goodbye.

Fine, dry snow spit against the windshield of their van as Trisha and her family drove to the funeral home. The weatherman had predicted cold, clear, snowless skies for the next morning, the day of the funeral. Trisha sat tight-lipped during the trip, unable to get warm, even though the heater was going full blast.

“The place looks packed,” her father said, turning the van into the parking lot. “I’ll let you three out, park, and meet you inside.”

Pale yellow light spilled from overhead mercury lamps, giving the area an eerie, surrealistic glow. Trisha scanned the parking spaces for any sign of Tucker or his family but didn’t see them. She figured they hadn’t arrived yet. In the lobby, a black-suited man directed them to where a crowd had gathered near a doorway to one of the parlors. A sign read MISS CHRISTINA ECKLOE. People were signing their names in a book on a podium beside the door. Trisha had attended her grandmother’s funeral when she was nine, so she was familiar with viewings.

She saw kids from school everywhere she looked. Most were gathered in groups and standing with each other. Many were crying, but some were whispering to each other, even smiling and waving to friends. Where was their respect? Had they come to mourn or to see and be seen? She wanted to brandish her crutches and hit them.

She might have done it too, except that her father came along, took her elbow, and said, “Are you ready to go in?”

She would never be ready. “Sure,” she lied.

She walked between her parents, with Charlie close behind, into the dimly lit room. She saw Julia dressed in black, her hair pulled back in a severe bun. She wore no makeup. “Trisha!” Julia pulled Trisha into her arms, weeping. “My heart’s broken, Trisha. I can’t believe she’s gone.”

Over Julia’s shoulder, Trisha saw the front of the room, where a red velvet curtain hung and a gleaming pale blue casket sat on a black-draped table. Hundreds of flowers in vases, wreaths, baskets, and display panels flanked the table. More flowers lined both sides of the room. Trisha could hardly breathe in the warm perfumed air. It felt oppressive, suffocating.

Julia pulled away. “Let me take you to see her,” she said.

Panic raced down Trisha’s spine. “I—I don’t—”

“She looks pretty,” Christina’s father, Nelson, said. “Don’t be alarmed.”

Trisha’s mother stepped to her other side and laid her hand on Trisha’s shoulder. “We’ll be right here with you, honey.”

Trembling, heart hammering, Trisha made her way to the front between the two mothers. The top portion of the casket was raised and locked into place. There, on a bed of creamy white satin, lay Christina. Her hair, long and sleek, fanned onto a satin pillow. Trisha was startled to see that she was dressed in the pale blue cashmere sweater set she’d bought on the Labor Day shopping trip to Chicago. A tiny gold cross on a chain twinkled on her neck, its small diamond flashing with cold, white fire. Her hands were crossed demurely at her waist and held a single white calla lilly. She looked for all the world like a princess gone to sleep, as if waiting for some magical prince to kiss her and wake her up.

Trisha half expected Christina to sit up, look around the room, and ask why everyone was crying. She did not. For all her beauty Christina’s skin had a waxen quality. Her cheeks were colored an artificial shade of pink. The shade of lipstick was wrong too. The tips of her fingers looked unnatural, in spite of freshly painted nails. Trisha shuddered. There was no life in this imitation Christina, this cold body cradled inside the ornate casket. Trisha longed to hear someone say, “Will the real Christina Eckloe please stand up?” and for her friend to jump out from behind the curtain and yell, “Surprise!”

“She looks beautiful, doesn’t she?” Julia said, sounding as if she believed it.

“Lovely,” came the answer from Trisha’s mother.

Trisha couldn’t utter a word. To her, there was nothing beautiful about death. Not one thing pretty about Christina in a coffin.

“Touch her if you want,” Julia said, reaching out to stroke her daughter’s cheek.

Trisha recoiled. She’d touched her grandmother’s lifeless body years before with the curiosity of a child and had been shocked by how cold her skin had felt. In life, Grandma had been warm and soft, and had smelled faintly of lilacs. Trisha didn’t want to touch this strange, icy skin of death. “No,” Trisha said in answer to Julia’s suggestion. “That’s okay.”

She sensed her dad standing behind her. She glanced to the side and saw Charlie peering at her through watery eyes. In an uncommon flash of insight, she knew he was thinking, I’m glad this isn’t you.

“I’ve seen enough,” she whispered, taking a step backward.

The adults flanked her all the way to the back of the room. People converged on them, and soon both sets of parents were distracted. For Trisha, it was the perfect moment to slip out of the parlor and into the larger waiting area. Once there, she felt lost. If anything, it was filled with even more people. She wanted them all to go away. She wanted to ask, “Why are you here? She didn’t even know most of you.”

Slowly, she made her way through the crowd, not finding Tucker and not sure where to go or what to do. She stopped in front of a large floral arrangement from the student body and faculty of the high school that was done up in the school’s colors. Red mums on a background of yellow petals spelled Christina’s name and the date she would have graduated. Emotion clogged Trisha’s throat.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Tucker said as he came up to her. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to go in there to find you.”

He wore a dark blue suit and looked more grown up, more responsible than when he was in his everyday school clothes.

“I saw her, Tucker. She looks … okay.”

“I don’t know if I can stand to look at her.”

“I didn’t think I could either.”

“You’re braver than I am—”

His sentence broke off and his eyes widened. Trisha turned around to see Christina’s father hurtling toward them. He bellowed, “What are you doing here? You’re a killer! You killed my daughter! Get out!”
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All the color drained from Tucker’s face.

“I told you to leave. Get out before I throw you out!” Nelson Eckloe shouted.

Trisha cowered, half expecting the man to shove her aside and strike Tucker.

All at once, her father was by her side. He caught Nelson’s arm and forced him to take a step backward. “Stop it, Nelson. It won’t help.”

“I don’t want him here. I don’t want Julia even to see him. He’s not welcome.”

Tucker looked sick. Both his parents materialized on either side of him. “Now hold on,” Tucker’s father said. “You can’t throw us out. We have every right to be here.”

“He killed our Christina.”

Tucker tugged at his father. “Let’s go. I—I don’t want to cause trouble.”

“You don’t have to leave, son.”

“Yes, I do.” Tucker turned and headed straight for the door.

Trisha stood stock-still in a lobby filled with onlookers grown motionless and quiet. Tucker’s father said, “It was an accident, Nelson. An accident. Tucker loved your daughter. You know that. They’d been together for years. He’d never have done anything to hurt her.”

Christina’s father pressed his lips together into a fine, harsh line, spun on his heel, and walked away. He disappeared inside the parlor. People in the lobby began to talk among themselves.

“He’s distraught,” Trisha’s mother said to Tucker’s parents. “I’m sure he didn’t mean what he said.”

Tucker’s parents looked weary, as if they hadn’t slept in days. They left the building.

“Can we please go?” Trisha asked her parents. “I need to go too.”

They rode home in silence, none of them offering to discuss the events of the evening. Trisha thought a long time about what Tucker’s father had said: that Tucker wouldn’t have done anything to hurt Christina. It was partly true. Tucker didn’t harm her, but he’d hurt her many times. With words and attitude, he’d assailed her emotions, wounded her heart, and made her cry. Tucker’s love had sometimes been a burden for Christina, which was something only her closest friend knew.

Trisha sighed. Parents knew very little about what went on inside their teenagers’ hearts and minds. Amazingly little.

The funeral service was held in the huge Lutheran church downtown where Christina’s parents had been members all their lives. Trisha arrived early because she wanted some time alone with her thoughts and memories. The casket, already in place at the front of the church along with several of the more spectacular flower arrangements, was sealed for the service. A mantle of pale yellow roses was draped across it. Trisha plucked one perfect flower from the cascade. She would preserve it, keep it forever as a remembrance.

At the insistence of Christina’s parents, she sat at the front of the church in the special pew reserved for family. Julia held her hand, sobbing intermittently. Trisha’s family sat behind them, and Trisha felt comforted, knowing they were within arm’s reach. The church filled for the service. Organ music washed the atmosphere in somber tones of grief. The minister paid tribute to Christina’s brief life. Through it all, Trisha felt almost detached, as if she were in some movie or a dream from which she would soon awaken. It was as if her brain couldn’t take it all in, nor could her soul absorb the quiet agony.

The minister posed questions about why one so young should die; yet, for all his eloquence, he had no answers. He gestured to the flowers filling the sanctuary and said something about God picking the most beautiful flowers first. Trisha thought it was rather arbitrary of God to do so. What had Tucker said to her? God didn’t play fair. But then why should he? she thought. He was God, after all. He could do anything he wanted. And for reasons no one understood, he wanted Christina with him in heaven. Never mind the pain and anguish it caused to those left behind.

When the service was over, when the tributes had been paid, the congregation stood and six members of the high school football team, acting as pallbearers, came forward and carried the casket down the long, carpeted aisle. The pallbearers wore sunglasses, but she saw tears streaking their faces below the bottoms of the rims.

Just the summer before, she and Christina had attended a wedding in the same church. A cheerleader friend of theirs was getting married. On that day, the aisle had been strewn with rose petals, and the men in dark suits had been groomsmen. The bride, adorned in white, had all but glowed when she came down the aisle. Christina had leaned over and whispered, “This is just the way I want to get married. Tons of flowers, lots of people, and a dress to die for.”

There would be no wedding for her now.

The principal had given everyone who wanted to attend Christina’s funeral an excused absence from school for the morning. By the size of the funeral procession, Trisha figured the whole school had turned out. The townspeople had turned out en masse also. It had been many years since the small town had lost one of its own so tragically. “I didn’t realize she was so loved,” Julia said as they stood together in the cemetery watching car after car inch through the gates and down the long, winding road to the place where Christina would be laid to rest.

Julia looked dazed and, without her husband to hold her up, might have fallen over. As for Trisha, she was glad she had crutches to lean on. Using them was slow going and the undersides of her arms ached from the constant pressure, but without them, she might not have made it to the side of the grave where the casket had been carried.

Trisha shivered despite her heavy coat and gloves. Most of the previous week’s snow had melted in a fickle February thaw. Sunlight poured from the sky, but it offered no warmth for all its brightness. She could hardly bear the thought of going away and leaving Christina in this cold and lonely place with nothing but stone angels to watch over her.

She wondered where Tucker was, glanced around, and saw him on the other side of the casket in a crowd of students. He wore sunglasses and a dark overcoat. If Christina’s father saw him, he didn’t let on. Trisha believed that Tucker had every right to be there. In spite of the accident, he’d been a part of Christina’s life for many years. She longed to have Cody there too and tried not to think of him in the hospital in a coma. She vowed to remember every detail of the day so that she could tell him about it when he woke up. If he woke up.

The minister spoke again, read some Bible verses, then dismissed the crowd. Instead of leaving, the kids from school formed a single line, passed by the casket, and touched it. Some tossed a flower on top. Trisha felt a moment of panic. With only the rose from the mantle in her coat pocket, she had nothing to put on the casket. She felt a tug on her coat sleeve, looked down, and saw Charlie. He handed her a single white mum and stepped away. She took her place in line and tucked the flower into the mass already heaped on the casket. Tears blurred her vision. Until then, she’d been dry-eyed at the service, but this final farewell was almost more than she could bear.

“Come on, honey,” her mother said, leading her away from the others.

“How can I leave her here, Mom? She was the best friend I ever had.”

She went slowly back to the van, which was parked along the inner road in a long line of vehicles. She leaned against the door, looking back at the tent over the site where workmen would lower Christina’s casket into the ground once the crowds were gone.

“Why don’t you get out of the cold?” her dad said. “It’s going to be a while before we can drive out of here. The crowd’s huge.”

“Not yet,” Trisha said.

Someone came up to her. “Trisha? You remember me? Harriet Kimble from the nursing home.”

She looked into the nurse’s kind face. “I remember.”

“I’m so sorry about Christina. This is a very sad day indeed. I read in the paper where you were hurt too. Are you doing better?”

“I’m just sore and achy.”

“I’m glad. When I read about the accident, I couldn’t believe it. She was just helping us out the day before, and then I read where she’d died.” Tears pooled in Mrs. Kimble’s soft brown eyes. “And then yesterday afternoon when the florist delivered all those flowers to the home—”

“What flowers?”

“Red carnations. Christina ordered them a week ago. Paid for them out of her own pocket, according to the florist. Fifty-three pretty red carnations, one for every patient in the place, for us to put on their breakfast trays this morning.”

Trisha’s brain felt dull, her thoughts murky. “Why would she have done that?”

Mrs. Kimble’s expression became surprised, then gentle. “Why, for Valentine’s Day, child. Did you forget that today’s Valentine’s Day? She wanted everyone to have a pretty flower to brighten their day. Wasn’t that just like her?”

Trisha had totally lost track of time, of the days of the week. There was something about Valentine’s Day … something she should remember. And then all at once it came back to her: This was to have been the day Tucker asked Christina to marry him. This was to have been the day he offered her a ring, the day she might have decided to give up the scholarship to Vermont to stay in Mooresville and become his wife after graduation.

Ever since Cody had told her about Tucker’s plan, Trisha had chafed against it. She had wanted her friend to take the scholarship and get away from Tucker’s influence any way she could. A week ago, it had seemed so important. Today, there was to be no scholarship, no wedding, no future. Christina’s span of time on earth was over.

From the distance, Trisha heard a bagpipe begin playing “Amazing Grace.” The lone piper, the symbolic spirit of their school, was dressed in a Scottish kilt and tasseled cap. He stood in the sun next to the burial site, playing for Christina. The notes, haunting and melancholy, chased the wind.

“Happy Valentine’s Day, Christina,” Trisha whispered.
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“I want to go see Cody.” Trisha made her announcement as soon as she arrived home from the funeral. She’d not returned to school with the rest of the students because she couldn’t bear the idea of returning to classes and going through the motions of everyday life with the pretense that things were normal again. Nothing was normal for her. Nothing.

“His mother says he’s no better,” her mother said.

“I don’t care. I want to see him. When I was in the emergency room, you told me you’d take me to see him. You promised.”

Her mother sighed. “Yes, I did. I just thought it would be after he came out of the coma.”

“Please.” Trisha’s voice trembled.

“All right. Let me make arrangements for Charlie to go to Darrin’s house and I’ll drive you in.”

Trisha slept on the ride into Chicago. She didn’t mean to, but exhaustion caught up with her. She hadn’t slept well since the accident. At night, it took her a long time to fall asleep, and when she did, chaotic images invaded her dreams. She kept seeing flashes of the accident, pictures of the twisted car, the glittering glass broken on the snow and scattered like marbles. And something else haunted her too, images she couldn’t quite get her mind around. Pictures that teased and taunted, but never came into clear focus. A blurry impression of the moments leading up to the wreck would flash in her memory, but before she could anchor it into place, it evaporated like fog. Often, the dreams woke her; her heart would be pounding and her breath would be ragged, and she’d sit straight up in bed, scared and confused and never sure why. And because she didn’t want to have bad dreams again, she would turn on a light and read until it was time to begin another day.

By the time they arrived at the hospital in Chicago, it was growing dark. The vast hospital complex stretched for a city block and had an atmosphere of permanence, of solidity and strength. She was glad Cody was there and not at the small local hospital in Mooresville. This place looked serious. This place looked as if it could fix him, make him whole and well, wake him up, and send him home again.

The head trauma unit was located on the tenth floor. She rode the elevator up with her mother. They already knew his room number because Gwyn had told them what it was, but when Trisha got to the door, she almost lost the courage to go inside. She thought of all that had happened that he didn’t even know about—he’d missed Chrissy’s funeral and days of his life. How would he make them up? How would he feel when he knew Christina was gone forever?

Unexpectedly, Gwyn stepped into the hall and, looking surprised to see them, said, “I had no idea you’d come today.”

“I couldn’t help it,” Trisha said. “I just needed to see him … especially after this morning and the funeral and all. It’s all right, isn’t it?”

“Of course. That funeral was very sad.”

“I didn’t see you there.”

“Paul and I went to the church service, but we didn’t go to the graveside. Paul went on to work, and the kids are at school. My sister watches them after school so that I can spend more time here.”

“Then nothing’s changed for Cody?” asked Trisha’s mother.

“Not yet.” Gwyn looked sad.

“Can I go in?” All this time, Trisha was screwing up her courage to see her beloved Cody, comatose.

“In a minute.” Gwyn studied her thoughtfully. “You should know some things first.”

“What things?”

“His doctors say that although he’s in a coma, there’s a good chance he can hear us talking. Other patients have emerged from comas and told doctors this. Anyway, we only tell him positive things like ‘We love you’ and ‘Please wake up’—things like that. The one thing we don’t tell him is that Christina’s dead. There’s time enough for him to learn that after he awakens and is stronger.”

“All right,” Trisha said.

“Perhaps hearing your voice will be good for him. I know how much he thinks of you.”

With her heart beating at trip-hammer speed, Trisha went into the room. Cody lay on the bed looking as if he were asleep. An IV hung by his bedside, and his head was wrapped in white bandages. She couldn’t help making the comparison between him and Christina. In the casket, Christina had also looked as if she were sleeping. Yet she was dead. Cody lived, but in some strange, mysterious place where they couldn’t reach or rouse him. He was suspended between the world of the living and the realm of the dead.

Trisha handed her crutches to her mother and leaned closer. “Hi, Cody. It’s me, Trisha.” She felt stupid having to introduce herself, but it seemed appropriate at the moment.

His eyelids fluttered, and her heart leaped.

“That’s common,” Gwyn said, crashing Trisha’s hopes. “He often moans and moves, but it doesn’t mean he’s waking up.”

Trisha continued her monologue. “Mom’s here with me. And Charlie wants to come see you too. You remember Charlie, my pain-in-the-butt kid brother? You play computer games with him.” Why was she talking so inanely? She loved Cody. Yet with both mothers standing by, how could she remind him of the times they’d kissed or steamed up his car windows with their breath?

“School’s about the same: boring as ever,” she said. “Everyone wants you to wake up and hurry back. Won’t you please wake up, Cody?”

Trisha felt a tap on her shoulder. Her mother motioned for her to step aside. She took Trisha out into the hall. “You’re getting worked up, honey. See? You’re crying.”

Trisha was shocked. She was crying and hadn’t even known it. “It’s so hard seeing him like that. I didn’t know it would hurt my heart so much.”

“You’re wiped out. It’s been a horrible few days—the accident, your injuries, Christina’s death. You just went to her funeral this morning. I think you should come home, take a few days to rest, and come back on the weekend.”

Trisha knew her mother was right but hated giving in. “But what if he wakes up and asks for me and I’m not here?”

Gwyn had joined them. “Your mother’s right. Go home. I’ll bring you when I come on Saturday.”

Trisha felt as if they had ganged up on her, but she was too weary, too frustrated and sad to argue. She returned to the car with her mother, and they rode all the way home without speaking.

Trisha returned to school on Thursday. She didn’t want to, but the principal had called to remind her of the memorial service on Friday and Trisha’s commitment to say a few words about Christina. She dreaded it, but what else could she do? She had been Christina’s best friend and everybody knew it.

Tucker met her before the first bell and asked, “Do you know what you’re going to say?”

“I wrote down some things, but no … I’m still not sure.”

“They didn’t ask me,” he said, looking dejected.

“You’re lucky. I’m really dreading it.”

“Maybe. It’s not going to be easy to even sit through this thing.”

“At least I won’t be sitting up on stage all by myself. Three or four teachers will speak and so will the principal.” She was psyching herself up and knew it.

“Yeah … like they really knew her.” He sounded sarcastic.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“They knew about her, but they didn’t know her.”

She had to give him credit for that. She didn’t think her teachers knew Christina all that well either. Perhaps they knew the public Christina, but they surely didn’t know the private one. Yet hadn’t she often wondered if Tucker had ever really known and understood Christina? He never appreciated her need to go away to college or to work at the nursing home. Trisha wanted to mention it and would have if the circumstances had been different. But this wasn’t the day to get into an argument with Tucker.

“I would have said something about her if they’d asked me,” he said, undeterred by her silence. “They won’t ask me, though, because of the accident. Because I was driving. Her parents hate me.”

“That might never change.”

“Our lawyer called about the inquest. The police might ask you what happened.”

The news surprised and disturbed her. “I don’t really remember too much,” she said. “I don’t know how much help I can be.”

“They may wait for Cody to wake up so he can tell them what he remembers too.”

“That may be a long time,” she said. “I saw him after the funeral and he’s pretty messed up.”

“I’m going to visit him this weekend,” Tucker said. “With some of the guys from the football team.”

She told him what Gwyn had told her about not mentioning Christina’s death, and how Cody could move but still not be awake. Suddenly she thought about the kids in the other car and asked him about them.

“They were from Henderson. They had been goofing around on the road before the wreck. Do you remember that part?”

She concentrated. “They wouldn’t let us pass them. They slowed down when they got in front of us, then sped up when we tried to go around.”

“That’s right. Then I hit the ice and we flipped.”

“Then it’s sort of their fault.” She kept trying to recall the exact sequence of events, but the pictures kept running together and blurring like ink on wet paper.

“I don’t think so,” Tucker said. “They were acting like jerks, but I slowed down just like Cody asked, so as not to egg them on. No … it was an accident, pure and simple.”

“They did come back to help us,” she said, still trying to sort out her memories. “I guess that counts for something.”

“That’s what the lawyer says too. If you remember anything else, will you let me know?”

“Sure.” Her head was starting to hurt from the intense concentration. “I have to go to class.”

“Me too. See you in the auditorium. I know you’ll say the right things today about Christina. You and me, we loved her the most.”

She watched him walk away, not half as confident in her ability as he was.

From her seat on the stage, Trisha watched classmates pour into the auditorium and fill up the seats. By ten-fifteen the room was packed. The students were amazingly quiet and subdued, not at all the way they were for most assemblies. An easel set to one side on the stage held a blowup of Christina’s senior photograph. Trisha could hardly bear to look at it. When the bell rang, the principal stood, walked to the podium, and began to speak.

Trisha tried to concentrate on his words but couldn’t. The whole scene reminded her of something from a bad movie. It didn’t seem real. She kept searching the audience for Christina, even though she knew her best friend wasn’t going to be there. She saw the row and the seats where they usually sat for assemblies. Two guys sat there now. I miss you, Chrissy, her mind kept saying.

She was startled by the sound of her name, and all at once she realized that the principal was finished and was turning the podium over to her. Trisha felt sick to her stomach. With her heart pounding, she limped to the podium. She was using only one crutch now. She heard a round of polite applause, shuffled her notes on the lectern, and cleared her throat. She looked out at the sea of faces. Every eye was on her. She glanced down at her notes and realized that the words were blurry. A tear splashed onto one of the pages.

Panicky, she looked up and opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She heard someone behind her shift in their chair. Suddenly, her shoulders started heaving and she began to cry uncontrollably. “I—I can’t do this!” she sobbed.

And while everyone watched, Trisha turned and hurried off the stage, past the red velvet curtain and out the side door, into the bitter cold of the February morning.
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Trisha navigated the empty hallways to a bathroom by the gym and locked herself into one of the stalls. She leaned against the cold, hard steel and cried. She cried for Christina. She cried for Cody. She cried for herself. She cried for the sheer embarrassment of breaking down in front of the entire senior class.

She was drying her eyes when she heard a tentative knock on the stall’s door. “Go away,” she said. “This one’s occupied.”

“Trisha? It’s Abby Harrison. Will you open the door?”

“Abby … please … leave me alone.”

“No can do. The principal sent me to find you. I’m supposed to bring you to the office. Actually, I volunteered,” Abby added when Trisha didn’t answer.

“And why would you do that?”

“Because I know what you’ve been going through.”

Trisha unlocked the door, threw it open, and glared at Abby. “People say that all the time. But it’s a lie! Nobody knows how I feel. How could you?”

Abby stepped aside as Trisha brushed past her and crossed to the row of sinks. She tagged after Trisha and stood beside her while Trisha washed her face with cool water. Abby said, “I know because when I was in middle school, my older brother, Carson, fell asleep at the wheel of his car, crashed into a telephone pole, and died.”

Trisha looked up, catching Abby’s brown-eyed gaze in the mirror.

Abby held her gaze. “It was the worst year of my life. Everything reminded me of him. At home his room was next to mine. I couldn’t pass the door without breaking down.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“And don’t forget the year of ‘firsts’ ahead of you—things you have to get through without her. First birthday—yours and hers. First Christmas. First day of school. First anniversary of her death. Well, you get the picture.”

Trisha got it. “If you’re trying to make me feel worse—”

“No way. I just want you to know, you’re not the first person to have this happen. Friends and people we love die. It’s horrible. But you don’t have to go through it alone.”

“I lost it in front of the whole class. I was supposed to say wonderful things about her, and when the time came, I lost it. I let her down. I let her memory down.”

“No one thinks any less of you. Everyone knew it was going to be hard for you to stand up there and say a bunch of stuff when you’re still so broken up. The principal knows it too, and if you’ll come to the office with me, he and Mrs. Dodge are going to apologize for putting you on the spot that way. They realize they made a mistake.”

Trisha blotted her face on paper towels. Her reflection in the mirror looked ghastly. Her lip was still puffy, and the bruising under her eye had turned an ugly yellowish blue. “I don’t need his apology. I just want to go home.”

“He feels guilty. If we ask real nice, I’m sure he’ll let me drive you home.”

“Do you think so?”

“Let’s ask.” Abby retrieved Trisha’s crutch and gave it to her.

Trisha got to the door, stopped, and turned.

“What’s wrong?” Abby asked.

“I used be the one who went to find Christina when she was hiding and crying in the bathroom. It was one of my roles in her life.”

“Did she do it often?”

“More and more this year. And it was always about Tucker Hanson. They were supposed to be in love, but he made her pretty unhappy at times.”

Abby pulled open the door for Trisha. “Well, I promise not to chase you down whenever you want to hide in the bathroom and cry. Just come find me when you feel that way, and we’ll talk.” She flipped her hair off her shoulder. “I really do know how bad you hurt, Trisha. I really, really do.”

The principal was generous to Trisha and allowed Abby to take her home. Her mother met them at the door and, after thanking Abby, ushered Trisha into the kitchen. “Why didn’t you tell me you were asked to speak at the memorial service?” she asked. “I certainly would have advised you against it.”

Trisha shrugged listlessly. “It seemed like the right thing to do at the time. I didn’t expect to get blindsided by my own emotions. I wanted to pay tribute to her, Mom. All I did was make a fool of myself.”

“I can’t imagine anyone at school thinking that. And if they do, then they’re made of stone.” Trisha’s mother fixed a cup of hot tea and set it in front of her. “Do you know what today is?” she asked.

Trisha shook her head.

“It’s Friday. You’re supposed to have your stitches removed today.”

“The accident happened a week ago,” Trisha said. She remembered Abby’s words: “a year of firsts.” This was the end of the first week since Christina had died.

“And you’ll never have to go through this week again. It’s behind you. You made it through.”

Yes, she had, but at the moment, it was cold comfort.

“Tell you what,” her mother said, picking up the phone. “I’m going to call and see if I can’t move your appointment up, and if I can, afterward I’ll take you into Charlene’s for a total makeover. New haircut, manicure, the works. What do you say?”

Trisha didn’t think much of the idea, but her mother was trying so hard to cheer her up that she knew she couldn’t refuse her offer. “Fine,” she said with little enthusiasm.

Their family doctor checked Trisha over and removed the stitches in her head. “You look good,” he said. “The knee’s going to take some more pampering, but considering what your body’s been through, you’re doing amazingly well.”

Better than Cody, she thought. “So when can I lose the crutch?”

“When you can put weight on the leg without your knee hurting, you can chuck it. Maybe in a week or so.” He peered at her over the tops of his glasses, his expression turning fatherly. “And the next time you get in a car with your friends, put your seat belt on.”

The hair salon, Charlene’s, made a fuss over Trisha when she arrived. The stylist set to work giving her a trendy cut to cover the shaved spot on her head. “I was letting it grow long,” Trisha said while the stylist snipped and trimmed.

“By this summer, it’ll be long again. It’s hair. Hair grows.” The woman flashed a smile in the mirror where Trisha watched her transformation. She thought of all the times she and Christina had pored through magazines studying hairstyles, laughing and experimenting with gels, creams, and temporary color. She remembered the time Christina put a blond rinse in her hair, which turned it pink. “I look like a troll,” Christina had wailed. Trisha had come to her rescue by helping her recolor it brown, though it took many weeks to finally return to its natural shade of honey blond.

Trisha’s mother spared no expense, and by the time they left the salon, Trisha’s hair looked perfect, her nails were buffed and trimmed, and she had a new concealer that artfully hid the bruising under her eye and along her cheek. She felt better too.

Around five, they pulled into the driveway. Her mother had no sooner turned off the engine than Charlie came running out the front door. “Boy, am I glad you’re home!” he shouted. His cheeks were flushed and he looked ready to explode.

“Slow down. What’s wrong?” asked Trisha’s mother.

“Nothing’s wrong!” He grabbed Trisha’s arm. “Cody’s mother called. Cody woke up.”

Gwyn’s message had been on the answering machine when Charlie got home from school, he said. Trisha and her mother didn’t even stop to call the hospital, they just got in the car and headed into Chicago. If the car could have sprouted wings, it wouldn’t have gotten to the hospital fast enough to suit Trisha. Once there, she hurried to the elevator and, with her heart pounding, rode it to the tenth floor.

Just as she came down the hall, she saw Gwyn step out of Cody’s room. Heedless of the hospital’s rules about silence, she called, “Mrs. McGuire! How is he? Charlie said Cody’s awake.”

Gwyn looked tired, but she was smiling. “He opened his eyes around noon. I was sitting next to his bed and reading. He just said, ‘Hi,’ clear as you please.”

By now Trisha’s mother, who had parked the car after leaving Trisha at the entrance, had caught up with Trisha. “We’re so happy to hear the good news about Cody,” she said with a beaming smile.

“Can I go in?” Trisha asked.

“You should know some things first,” Gwyn said, her expression growing serious. “He’s different—not quite himself yet.”

“That’s okay. He’s been through a lot. I won’t stay long.” Trisha recalled how hard it had been for her to concentrate during the past week. She understood that Cody might be having problems too.

She started inside the room. Gwyn caught her arm. “We should talk. His memory—”

“Please, can we talk later? All I want right now is to see him.” Trisha had grown increasingly impatient. She didn’t want to stand in the hall discussing Cody. She wanted to throw her arms around his neck and tell him how happy she was that he was awake. She wanted to tell him how much she’d missed him and how scared she’d been for his life.

Trisha eased out of Gwyn’s hold and went into the room. The top half of the mechanical bed had been raised and Cody was sitting up, eating a dish of ice cream. “Cody!” she cried. Moisture filled her eyes, and for the first time in days, she shed tears of joy.

He looked startled. She wished he didn’t have to see her with a crutch. “Hi,” she said, reaching out to touch him.

He drew back, his eyes wary, clouded, an expression of bewilderment on his face. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice almost a monotone.

“Do I know you?”
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“Cody, don’t kid around. It’s not funny,” Trisha said. She propped her crutch against the wall and opened her arms. “Don’t you know how worried I’ve been about you?” He looked past her. “Mom? Mother?” Gwyn was by his side instantly. “Cody, this is Trisha. She’s a friend from school.” Her voice sounded soft, soothing, as if she were explaining something complex to a frightened child. She warned Trisha with her gaze to play along.

“I—I don’t remember.” Cody looked more confused.

The implications of the situation hit Trisha hard and fast. The coma had affected his memory.

Cody looked back at Trisha shyly. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to …” His sentence trailed off as if he’d lost interest in it. Once again his voice didn’t sound normal to her.

Trisha took a step backward. “It’s all right. I shouldn’t have barged in on you.”

She got out of the room as fast as she could and leaned into the wall in the corridor for support, numb with shock. “What happened?” her mother asked.

“He didn’t know me.”

“What? How can that be?”

Gwyn appeared. “That’s what I was trying to tell you before you went into the room. The coma’s left Cody with some amnesia. His doctor says memory loss happens sometimes. Usually it’s temporary. His brain’s had a terrible trauma, and it may take some time before he’s completely himself again.”

“Does he remember anything?” Trisha’s mother asked.

“He thinks he’s still in middle school.”

“But that was years ago,” Trisha said. No wonder he didn’t remember her. They’d only started dating in high school.

“But he will improve,” Trisha’s mother said hopefully.

“We hope so.” Gwyn wrung her hands. “But there’s also the possibility that he’ll experience some personality changes.”

“Meaning?” Trisha asked.

“We don’t know yet. We just have to take it one day at a time.”

“And his voice?”

“Yes. I know it sounds like a monotone. That’s also a side effect of the coma. However, his doctor says he’ll begin to sound more normal as he hears others talk. Just like a baby learns to imitate by hearing others.”

Trisha was reeling from what she was hearing. “So I guess you don’t have to worry about telling him about Christina. He doesn’t even know she existed.”

“Not yet, but I’m sure he’ll remember eventually.”

“What if he doesn’t? What if he never remembers her, or me, or anything about high school?”

“We’re not thinking that way, Trisha. And I don’t want you thinking that way either. He will come back to us. I know he will.”

Trisha could only stare at the floor. Her heart felt pulverized, her emotions tattered. An already terrible day had just gotten worse—her Cody, the love of her life, didn’t even remember who she was or what they’d meant to each other. And there were no guarantees that he ever would.

Trisha slept fitfully and called Abby first thing Saturday morning.

“I’ll be right over,” Abby told her on the phone.

When Abby arrived, Trisha pulled her into her room and told her everything that had happened with Cody. She was crying by the time she finished her story.

“Low blow,” Abby said, patting Trisha on the back and handing her a wad of tissue.

“I feel like my whole life’s falling apart. Two of the most important people in my life are gone—one’s dead and the other doesn’t know me.”

“That can change,” Abby said. “Cody will get his memory back, in time. I mean, once he comes home and friends drop by to visit him, he’ll start to remember.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“It’s logical. Right now, he’s in a strange place, a hospital far from home. Once he gets home, in his room, around all the things he’s grown up with, it will jog his memory. Just you wait and see.”

“Do you think?” What Abby was saying made sense, and it was the first ray of hope Trisha had seen since the hospital visit.

“I’m no doctor, but I’ll bet you anything, things will come back to him when he’s in his own space.”

“I don’t know … If you could have seen the look on his face yesterday when he saw me. No recognition. None. Nada. Zilch. I was a total stranger.” Her hope spiraled downward as she recalled Cody’s expression of befuddlement and panic when she’d tried to hug him. “This is a nightmare, Abby—A real nightmare.”

“I know it seems that way now, but—”

“It is that way. I couldn’t even get through a simple memorial service for Christina, and Cody may never remember her or me. Can it get any worse?”

“Cody’s alive and he’s expected to recover. As I see it, that’s a big plus.”

Trisha wandered over to her desk and to the bulletin board hanging above it. It was filled with snapshots of her and Cody and her and Christina from happier times. “If I take these down, the board will be blank,” she said sadly. “These two people filled up my life, but now …”

“Don’t take them down. They’re good memories. I still have pictures of Carson in my scrapbooks and on my bedside table. I’ll never remove them.”

“I feel like I should be doing more to keep Christina’s memory alive.”

Abby studied her. “Is that what you’re afraid of? That she’ll be forgotten?”

Trisha nodded.

“Get your coat. I want to take you somewhere.”

In Abby’s car, Trisha leaned her head back against the seat and shut her eyes, trying to gather her composure. Was this how it was going to be from now on? Was she going to fall apart every single day for the rest of her life?

The car slowed, pulled over, and stopped. Trisha sat up and looked out the window. She saw a field, patchy with snow. She didn’t have to ask where they were. She knew.

“Come on,” Abby said, getting out of the car. “I want you to see something.”

Trisha followed. The field was scarred by the impact of the accident that had changed so many lives so quickly. A stick held a tattered piece of material; it fluttered in the chilly breeze. Tucker’s car had been towed away, but large gouges were ripped in the earth and a few glittering pieces of glass caught the sunlight, reminding Trisha of what had happened there. She felt as desolate and windswept as the field looked. She shivered.

“This is what I brought you to see,” Abby said.

Trisha turned and her breath caught. In the ditch was a lone white cross made of sticks held together by a strip of rawhide. Hundreds of flowers adorned the area, stretching for yards up and down the ditch. “It’s for Christina,” Abby said. “Kids from school, kids from Henderson, people from all over the area have been coming here all week and leaving flowers and stuff.”

Trisha walked to the makeshift memorial, bent, and retrieved a folded scrap of paper that was tucked into a cluster of flowers tied with a ribbon. She unfolded it, read, “We miss you,” and saw that it was signed by four girls she did not know. She refolded the paper and tucked it back into the flowers. She read another note, and another, and another, careful not to crush any of the flowers heaped on the ground. Many of the bouquets were dead or frozen, but many were fresh, as if they’d just been dropped off.

Abby put her arm around Trisha’s waist. “See? No one’s going to forget Christina. Before the spring rains come, we’re going to move the cross up to the shoulder of the road for everyone who drives past to see. The cheerleaders from her squad have already made sure flowers will be put out here once a week until school’s over for the year.

“People care, Trisha … a lot of them cared about Christina. We all lost her. In a way, we all lost part of ourselves the night she died.”

Tears had frozen on Trisha’s cheeks. She stood with Abby while five years of memories washed over her. She had thought she’d have a lifetime of friendship with Christina, but her best friend was dead. Everything was different now.

“You had breakfast?” Abby asked, her voice sounding cheerful.

“Not yet.”

“Me either. Let’s go chow down on pancakes at Millie’s.” That was a popular local restaurant. “My treat.”

Trisha returned to the car and took one long, lingering look back at the roadside memorial. It occurred to her that the town cemetery held Christina’s body, but her memory would be held here in the shape of a small, handmade white cross, planted next to a cornfield on the side of a country road in northern Indiana.

Trisha really didn’t want to go back to school on Monday, but her parents insisted. “You have to pick up the pieces and go on,” her father told her. “I know you’ve been through a terrible ordeal, but you still have to go on.”

“It’s your senior year,” her mother added. “You need to look ahead and think about graduation and college in the fall. Life goes on, honey.”

Trisha certainly didn’t feel like going on. She felt confused and aimless, like a swimmer treading water or a car stuck in neutral, unable to go backward, unwilling to go forward. If it hadn’t been for Abby’s friendship and sympathetic ear, Trisha was sure she would have gone crazy.

“Is it true about Cody?” Tucker asked her when he saw her at her locker on Monday.

“It’s true.”

“I was supposed to visit him on Saturday, but when I called, his mother said not to come. She told me what had happened when you went.”

“Maybe he’ll improve when he gets home to his room and his personal stuff.” Trisha used Abby’s line of reasoning because Tucker looked pretty upset. After all, he and Cody had been friends.

“His mom told me she’s bringing him home today.”

The news jolted her. She felt her face flush because she hadn’t known, and if she really cared about him, then she should have known. She should have called to check on him, but hadn’t because she’d been too afraid of facing rejection again.

Tucker added, “His mom said that he’s improving and that his doctors can’t do anything more, so they think he should come home and pick up where he left off.”

Trisha slammed her locker hard enough to make kids turn around and look her way. “That’s so stupid! How are any of us supposed to pick up where we left off? It can’t be done, Tucker.”

“Don’t I know it. I can’t tell you how much I miss Christina. Every minute I’m awake, I think of her. I mean, I talked to that girl practically every day of my life.” He shifted his weight, leaning his shoulder into the bank of lockers. “I have her voice on my answering machine at home. She called me the day of the basketball game to tell me she loved me. I’m never going to erase that tape.”

Trisha realized that as bad as things were for her, they must be worse for Tucker. She wasn’t sure whom he had to talk to about it. “She really did love you, Tucker.” It was useless to bring up the past and her list of gripes about the way he treated Christina. Those days were over for good. He could never hurt Christina’s feelings again.

“Don’t give up on Cody,” he said.

She saw moisture pooling in his eyes, and she felt ashamed of her self-pity. “I don’t want to give up. But how can I have something special with somebody who doesn’t even remember who I am?”

A bitter smile crossed Tucker’s face. “At least he’s alive, Trisha. At least you can talk to him. Go make him remember you.”
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Trisha gathered her courage, called Cody’s house after school on Tuesday, and talked to his mother. “He sleeps a lot,” Gwyn told her. “But he seems comfortable in his room. I know he remembers the house, but frankly he doesn’t talk that much.”

“He never was a big talker,” Trisha said, offering encouragement.

“That’s true. We’re just so glad to have him home again that I’m trying to overlook the negatives. He’ll be seeing a specialist in head trauma recovery, and we’re hoping the specialist can help bring Cody all the way back.”

“Um, I’d really like to come visit him. I don’t want to freak him out like last time, but I thought maybe, if we can talk, it might help his memory.”

“A few of his old friends have called—Tucker Hanson for one, but I’ve not let anyone come yet. I think he needs more time.”

“Sure. I understand.” Trisha couldn’t hide her disappointment.

“Oh, what the heck,” Gwyn said quickly. “Come by tomorrow after school. That’ll give me time to prepare him for your visit. I know this is difficult for you, Trisha, because you and Cody have been so close. I’m not trying to be cruel.”

“No, it’s okay. Really. I’ll come over about four. And I won’t stay long.”

She hung up, feeling both scared and elated.

Gwyn met Trisha at the front door and gave her a warm, encouraging smile. “He’s in his room. I told him you were coming and that you were going to tell him about school. He tries hard to remember details and gets frustrated when he can’t, so if you see it starting to happen, move on to something else. Fortunately, I guess, he’s easily distracted.”

Trisha headed up the stairs, a sense of the familiar overcoming her. She and Cody had spent so many afternoons studying in his room or downstairs in the den. It was hard to believe that he didn’t remember it as she did. She knocked on his partially open bedroom door.

He invited her in. She pasted on a smile and peeked into the space she knew so well. He was sitting in a chair at his desk, papers and photographs spread across the top. “You’re Trisha,” he said. “Mom said you’d come.”

“And here I am.” She dragged another chair to the desk and sat, careful not to infringe on his personal space. She didn’t want to make him feel uncomfortable.

“I’m sorry I went nutsy on you at the hospital.”

“Not a problem. I should have listened more closely to what your mother was saying about your amnesia.” She was glad to hear that his voice sounded normal again.

He stared at her with such open curiosity for such a long time that she began to squirm. She kept reminding herself that although this was Cody, it wasn’t her Cody. The face and body looked the same, but the mind was damaged, the memories fragmented.

“We knew each other,” he said, picking up a picture of the two of them in his living room, hugging and mugging for the camera in front of last year’s Christmas tree. “We liked each other.” These were statements, not questions.

“You could say that. We liked each other a lot.”

He nodded. “You’re in a lot of my pictures.” He picked up several and fanned them out for her to see. They were younger in some of the photos, while others had been taken only weeks before. “Did I know you for a long time?”

“A couple of years. We started dating when we were sophomores.”

He hung his head. “I don’t remember.”

“It’s all right,” she said quickly. “The good news is that I can tell you how wonderful I am and you’ll believe me.”

The old Cody would have laughed, made some smart remark. This Cody simply stared. Finally a half-smile crept across his face. “You’re teasing me.”

“A little.” She picked up a photo of them at the Christmas dance. “We had an interesting time this night. You picked me up, and on the way we got a flat tire and—”

“Stop.” He looked upset and pressed his palms against his temples. “It hurts my head when I try to remember and can’t.”

She tossed the photo down quickly. “Sorry.” By now, she felt jumpy and nervous. She couldn’t even carry on a conversation with this Cody. He was a stranger.

“I’m not mad at you,” he said, his voice halting. “I don’t mean to sound angry.”

What had Gwyn suggested? Distract him. Change the subject. “Why don’t you tell me what you do remember? Maybe I can fill in the blanks for you.”

“There’re so many blanks. It’s like trying to put together a puzzle but without knowing what the finished picture’s supposed to look like.” His brow puckered. “I see things in my head but they don’t make sense to me.”

“It’s the same for me. But my senseless pictures are from the night of the accident.”

“Were you hurt badly?” he asked.

“Cuts and bruises mostly. I wobbled around on crutches for a while, but I’m finished with them now. I was lucky.”

“Mom told me about the accident. It’s funny that I can’t remember any of it, especially when it’s made so much difference in my life.” He looked sad. “I don’t remember it at all. When I close my eyes, I see …” He paused. “I see a pretty girl, but she isn’t you.”

Trisha fished through the photos. “This girl?”

“Yes. Mom told me she died in the wreck.”

He said it without emotion, which cut Trisha to the quick. “She was our friend. Her name is—was—Christina. We were on a double date that night.”

“That’s what Mom said.”

“What do you remember?”

“Now? I remember words, but not always in the order they’re supposed to go.”

“What about the past?”

“Coming home from school and playing Nintendo. I remember that really clearly. But Mom says that I haven’t played Nintendo since ninth grade. Next I remember waking up in the hospital. Everything in between is jumbled. The pictures flash in my head once in a while, but I can’t hang on to them. They fade.”

She felt discouraged. He had such a long way to go. “What about school? You’ve taken a lot of classes and tons of tests over the years. Will you have to start all over again?”

“I remember some of the stuff I learned in school. Mom says I’ll have to take some tests in a few weeks to see where I am. I just hope I can catch up if I’m really far behind.”

“You were pretty good in math.” She had an idea. Reaching for a pencil, she scribbled out an algebra problem.

He pondered it, took the pencil, and solved it.

She clapped. “That’s great! See? You haven’t forgotten everything.”

He looked at her, grinning sheepishly. “I don’t know how I did it, though. Or if I can do it again.”

“Your memory’s going to come back, Cody. I’ll help you. All our friends will help.” She took the pencil and wrote down her phone number. “Call me any time you want.”

He studied the piece of paper, then said the numbers aloud. “I probably knew this by heart, didn’t I?”

“And you will again.” She could tell he was tired, so she stood and told him she had to go. She didn’t want to leave him. She wanted to sit in his lap and cuddle in his arms. She wanted to kiss him.

He didn’t try to touch her. He just leaned back in his chair and looked her full in the face. “If you were my girlfriend, it shows I have good taste,” he said.

The compliment touched her. “Thank you.” She bowed slightly and he smiled fully. And for that moment, he was the Cody from her past. That gave her more hope than she’d known since before the accident.

The next day, during a yearbook work session, Trisha told Abby and Frank about her afternoon with Cody. The final drafts were supposed to be turned in by mid-April so that the school could have finished books by June. Trisha knew she hadn’t been pulling her weight as an editor, but the project had lost all importance to her. “He’s Cody, but he’s not Cody,” she said, finishing up her story. “It’s hard to explain.”

“When is he coming back to school?” Abby asked.

“Not for a while. His mother said she’s getting a home school teacher to help him. He has trouble concentrating. She doesn’t think he could sit still in classes all day either.”

“Hey, neither can I,” Frank said. “Maybe I can go over and get tutored with him.”

Abby slugged him in the arm. “Be serious.”

“I am.”

Trisha ignored their interruption. “He still sleeps a lot. It’s his brain’s way of healing itself, according to his mother. Right now, he needs time.”

“Problem is,” Abby said, “graduation is less than four months away. Can he catch up?”

“I don’t know. It’s depressing. Here he’s gone through twelve years of school and now he has to stop and play catch-up. All because of the accident.” Trisha rested her chin on her palm. “I never dreamed our senior year would turn out this way. I thought it was going to be perfect.”

Frank glanced at Abby. “We want to show you something that we hope will perk you up.” He got up, went to a stack of large manila envelopes, brought them back to the table, extracted pictures, and spread them out. “Abby and I worked on this for days with Mrs. Krebs.” She was the teacher overseeing production of the yearbook. “It’s a special two-page spread in the senior section honoring Christina. What do you think?”

Trisha gazed at candid and formal shots of her friend that spanned three years of high school. Christina hanging crepe paper in the gym for the junior dance. Christina wearing mismatched and garish clothes for senior dress-down day. Christina painting a mural on the senior wall next to the school office. Trisha and Christina singing a duet for choral competition as sophomores—they’d taken a “superior” in the contest. Christina and Tucker in the Homecoming Court. The memorial floral arrangement the student body and faculty had sent to Christina’s service.

“The pages will have a thick black border around them and a banner that says ‘In Memoriam’,” Abby added.

Emotion closed Trisha’s throat. Christina’s high school days had been reduced to a couple of pages that held such finality. It was a tribute to the past, to what was, to unrealized potential, to unfulfilled dreams. She cleared her throat. She couldn’t break down like this every time someone touched the wound on her heart. “It’s very nice,” she said.

“We thought that if there’s something special you’d like to add …” Frank let his sentence drift.

“No,” Trisha said. “You’ve done a good job. There’s nothing I can add.”

“If you change your mind, this section doesn’t go to the press until tomorrow.”

“The pages are fine. Just fine.”

Trisha was setting the table for dinner that evening when the doorbell rang. “Can you get it?” her mother asked. “My hands are full.”

Trisha went to the door and found a policeman dressed in a gray uniform standing on the porch. “I’m Officer Harry Doyal of the Indiana Highway Patrol,” he said. “I’m looking for Trisha Thompson. I’m here to ask some questions about the night Christina Eckloe died.”
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“I’m filing my final report,” Officer Doyal told Trisha and her mother once they were all settled in the living room. He pulled out a small tablet and a stubby pencil.

“What do you need to know?” Trisha’s mother asked. “My daughter was injured, but she was only a passenger in the car.”

“I’m just gathering information for the coroner’s inquest. Whenever someone dies on the road, we have to investigate all aspects of the accident.” He turned to Trisha. “Can you tell me what you remember about that night?”

“Not too much. We were headed to the Pizza Hut and the car went off the road. We ended up in a field. I was thrown out of the car and I was unconscious, but I don’t know for how long.” Elusive images still haunted her about the accident, but she couldn’t grab hold of them. She thought it best not to discuss what she couldn’t remember. The police only wanted the facts.

“What do you recall about the weather conditions?”

“It was cold but clear.”

“Any ice?”

“The road looked like it had been salted. But Tucker said he hit ice, so I guess there must have been some.”

“It could have been black ice,” her mother suggested, using the term for invisible slick spots of frozen oily film.

“Any moonlight?” the officer asked.

“Yes.”

Her mother interrupted. “Can’t you get that information from other sources?”

“Of course. However, I’m interested in Trisha’s perceptions of that night.” Officer Doyal turned back to Trisha and asked, “Would you say that Mr. Hanson was driving safely?”

She thought hard before answering. “I—I think so. We were going fast—”

“Too fast?”

“I couldn’t see the speedometer. I was sitting behind the driver’s seat so that I could talk more easily to my friend Christina in the front passenger seat.” She had a clear picture of Christina from the back. The console, with the gearshift, was between Christina and Tucker. Trisha had a sudden image of Tucker downshifting. “Cody, my boyfriend, asked Tucker to slow down and he did,” Trisha said.

“Why did Cody ask him to slow down? Do you remember?”

“There was another car full of guys that pulled alongside of us. They started horsing around, going past us and slowing down, then speeding up if we tried to pass them.”

“So this other car was giving Mr. Hanson a hard time?”

“Sort of. But we were ignoring them.”

“And then what happened?”

Trisha concentrated on getting a clearer picture of the moments before the accident. “I … don’t … know. All of a sudden we were skidding, and then things went dark for me. I’m sorry, I can’t remember any more.” She felt as if she’d somehow failed Christina. “Maybe the guys in the other car saw more of what happened.”

“I’ve already interviewed them. Their story’s pretty much the same.”

“Perhaps Cody can tell you more,” Trisha’s mother said.

“I’ve already talked to Mr. McGuire, but his parents insist that his head injury prevents him from remembering the accident at all.”

“That’s true,” Trisha said, anxious to protect Cody. “He’s been in a coma and can’t remember the past few years, much less the night of the accident.”

“Have you talked to Tucker yet?” Trisha’s mother asked.

“He’s next,” Officer Doyal said.

“And then what will happen?” Trisha asked.

“I’ll file my report and a judge will review it. If he thinks there was any neglect on the driver’s part, he’ll rule the accident a vehicular homicide.”

Trisha gulped. “You mean Tucker could go to jail?”

“That depends on a lot of other factors—his driving record, his character, his testimony. The judge has plenty of leeway, and Tucker’s family has a good attorney.”

“But Trisha won’t be asked to testify, will she?” her mother asked. “I mean, you heard her say so yourself: she doesn’t remember any details.”

“That’s up to the judge, ma’am.”

“How long before we know anything?”

“That depends on how crowded the court docket is and how soon we can get everything in place for a hearing.” The officer fished out a business card and stood. “If you think of anything else, please call me. You take care, Trisha. I’m sorry about your friend. I understand she was a fine girl.”

Trisha nodded; then her mother walked with Officer Doyal to the door.

Trisha remained on the sofa, feeling numb. She kept remembering the conversations she’d had with Tucker about the accident. He had asked her questions. What had she told him? Had he been trying to find out what she remembered so that he could vent and grieve? Or did he have a different motive? One that included protecting himself?

She shook her head, unable and unwilling to dwell on that idea. Tucker had loved Christina. If he was one bit responsible for her death, he’d admit it … wouldn’t he? If only she could remember more details. If only.

“If he’s got nothing to hide, why does Tucker need a lawyer?” This was Trisha’s first question to Abby when she found her at her locker before school the next morning.

“Standard procedure,” Abby said. “And besides, Tucker told you his family had a lawyer already.”

“I know, but after talking to the cop, I started to wonder about it. Maybe he’s covering up something.”

“I’m sure it’s routine, Trisha. My dad even got a lawyer when Carson died and there wasn’t any other car involved. But he wanted to make sure that the car was in working order—it had been in the shop just the week before. He wanted a lawyer to represent Carson’s best interests, because we were so devastated we couldn’t think straight.” She spun the dial on her combination lock. “As it turned out, the autopsy proved that he’d fallen asleep at the wheel. I don’t know how they can be so sure of that, but they were. So the accident was just an accident.”

“I keep thinking I’m not remembering everything, like if I can just get a handle on these pictures that keep flashing through my mind, I’ll know exactly what happened. It’s making me crazy.”

“Don’t be so down on yourself. It’s hard, because you really want to blame somebody for it and there may be nobody to blame.”

“It isn’t fair. We got into Tucker’s car that night to come home from a basketball game. The accident should never have happened.”

“Hey, don’t be upset.” Abby reached over and squeezed Trisha’s hand. “Of course it isn’t fair. But don’t beat yourself up trying to figure out why it happened. Just accept that it happened and there was nothing you could have done to stop it.”

“I hope that’s true.”

“Bad things happen,” Abby said, “and sometimes it’s nobody’s fault. When I was going through losing Carson, my mantra became a quote I read in a card somebody sent. It was: ‘That which doesn’t kill us, makes us stronger.’ You may not believe it now, Trisha, but this will make you stronger too.”

“But a whole lot sadder,” Trisha added. “Oh, Abby, so much sadder.”

On Saturday, with Gwyn’s permission, Trisha visited Cody again. The March day had turned springlike, with temperatures in the fifties. Sunshine shimmered through still-bare tree branches. She and Cody found a spot on the back deck of his house, sheltered from any chilling breezes by a short brick wall. They lifted their faces toward the warming rays of the sun.

“They say this is bad for us,” Trisha commented. “That the sun causes skin cancer.”

“I don’t care. It feels good, and I’m going stir-crazy being stuck inside the house all the time.”

“I don’t care either.” At the moment, cancer didn’t seem like half the threat that everyday life did. She asked, “Did you know that spring break’s in a few weeks? Some of the seniors’ parents have rented a bus to take a group to Florida. Everyone has to pay their own way, but there’s a nice place to stay right on the beach.”

“Are you going?”

If Christina had been alive, they would probably all have been going. “No,” Trisha said.

“Do you want to go?”

Not without you, she thought. “It wouldn’t be much fun for me.”

“I’d like to go somewhere … anywhere. But Mom won’t let me out of her sight.”

Trisha knew from talking to Gwyn that Cody was still not in any shape to go anywhere. He got confused easily and lost his temper frequently. His comeback was slow, taking longer than she had ever imagined. “How’s the tutoring going?” she asked.

“All right some days. Not so good others. Sometimes I read a page in a book and it makes perfect sense. Other times, it’s gibberish. I lost it the other day and threw the book across the room. The tutor wasn’t real happy about that.” He glanced over at her. “How’s real school?”

“I feel like I’m wandering the halls and filling up chairs in classes. I really don’t care about it anymore.”

“But you have to care. Your head’s fine.”

She smiled ruefully. “You think so? Some days I’m not so sure.”

He looked puzzled, then smiled. “You’re joking again.”

“Just a little.” She felt sad around him, as if he was missing in action and someone had sent an impostor to take his place. Yet she couldn’t give up on him. It wouldn’t be right to abandon him just because he was different now. Just because he couldn’t remember their past together and all they’d meant to each other.

“Could I ask you a favor?”

She started, realizing that her thoughts had wandered and that he was looking at her searchingly. “Sure,” she said.

“Could I … Would you mind if I touched your face?”

“Why?”

“My doctor says that sometimes fingers have memories even when the head doesn’t. He said that touching can trigger things for some patients. I want to touch you, Trisha, because I want to remember you from before.”

Her heart began to thud. “It’s okay with me.” She leaned forward and he very carefully stroked her cheek, then her hair. Shivers shot up her spine. It had been so long since Cody had touched her, really touched her, that her skin was starving for him. “We used to play a game sometimes,” she said. “You’d come up behind me in the hall and ask, ‘Who loves you, babe?’ and I’d say, ‘Have we met?’ and you’d say, ‘Don’t tell me you’re spoken for. Am I going to have to take some guy out before we can live happily ever after?’ And I’d say, ‘No. You’re the one I want.’ And you’d say—”

“Forever.” Cody interrupted her.

“Yes, yes. You’d say, ‘Forever,’ and I’d say ‘Forever’ back to you. Do you remember that?” She felt her heart beating really hard and searched his eyes for some light of recognition.

“Not all of it. But the word was there for me. I knew what word to say, didn’t I?”

“You knew.” Her vision blurred as tears welled in her eyes.

He grinned and dipped his forehead so that it touched hers, and together they sat in the heat of the sun, their fingers intertwined, holding on to the sweet moment of victory.

Trisha returned home, fairly bursting to tell someone her news. Her mother rushed out of the kitchen waving an envelope, her face beaming. “Look what came for you today in the mail,” she said. “It’s from the admissions office of Indiana University, Trisha. It’s a big fat envelope filled with paperwork. I’m certain it’s your acceptance for fall classes. Oh, honey! Open it right away.”
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“College?” The news had come so far out of left field that Trisha felt off balance, as if she’d been shoved and couldn’t regain her footing.

“Yes, college. Remember all those forms we filled out last fall? Well, here’s the payoff for twelve hard years of schoolwork.” She shoved the envelope into Trisha’s hands. “Come on, open it. The suspense is killing me.”

Trisha’s fingers trembled, but not from excitement or expectation. She tore open the envelope and pulled out a sheaf of papers. Her mother stood beside her, peering over Trisha’s shoulder. The letter began, “Congratulations. You’ve been accepted for fall semester.…”

Her mother clapped and hugged her. “I knew it! I was right! Oh, honey, congratulations! I’m so proud of you.”

Trisha thrust the envelope at her mother, took a backward step. “Mom … I don’t know what to say.”

“Say ‘Thank you, the check’s in the mail.’ Wait until your dad sees this. He’s going to be so pleased.” Trisha’s mother glanced at Trisha and must have noticed that Trisha wasn’t jumping up and down the way she was. “What’s wrong? I thought you’d be thrilled. We’ve been planning this for years.”

“You’ve been planning this for years,” Trisha corrected.

“But you’ve always worked hard for grades good enough to attend college. We’ve discussed it for years. Saved for it for years.”

“So much has changed now.”

“What?” Her mother looked genuinely bewildered.

“How can you ask that? My best friend’s dead. My boyfriend, who was planning on going to IU with me, probably won’t be able to go at all. Everything’s changed.”

“Trisha, the accident’s behind you. September is months away. You’ll feel differently when all your other friends are packing up to go off to college. You’ve got to start focusing on your future.”

Trisha threw up her hands in frustration. “Get a clue, Mom! I can’t handle the future right now. Don’t you understand? Why can’t you understand?”

Trisha spun and ran toward the stairs, her mother’s voice calling her name, chasing her up the stairs with its shrillness. She slammed her bedroom door, flung herself across the bed, and cried harder than she had since Christina’s funeral.

Trisha didn’t come down for supper. She remained in her room, sitting in the dark. Her father came up to her room eventually and sat down next to her on the bed. “How are you, honey? Can we talk?” he asked.

“I’m sure Mom’s told you that I’m horrible. And that I’m an ungrateful brat.”

“No. She’s worried about you. I’m worried about you.”

“Well, don’t be.” Trisha hunkered down against the headboard, holding a pillow against her chest as if it offered some defense.

“Look, we all know that these past weeks have been hell for you. No one is trying to ignore what happened. It hasn’t been easy on any of us.”

It seemed like a strange thing for him to say. To her way of thinking, life had gone on quite normally in their household. “I know I’ve not been myself—”

“Honey, the accident isn’t just about you. It’s involved all of us.” He sat silent for a minute, then finally asked, “Remember the time you fell off your bike and skinned the whole side of your leg?”

“You kicked the bike and bent it.”

“I was so mad at that stupid bike for allowing you to get hurt.”

Even at the time she’d thought his anger was irrational, but it had made her feel good to see him get even with the thing that had hurt her. “You put medicine on my leg and took me out for ice cream. Then you had to come home and fix my bike.”

“I couldn’t stand seeing you cry. I never could. But that night when the police showed up and said there’d been an accident … When I think about it, when I consider that we almost lost our little girl—” His voice cracked, and Trisha was jolted. She’d never seen her father get emotional this way. He got mad and yelled, but never teary.

“Daddy—”

He took a deep breath and regained his composure. “You have a future, Trisha. You have a lifetime of tomorrows. I want you to live every one of them.”

“I do too. It’s just so hard to think about all of them now. I’m so mixed up. I—I miss Christina so much.” She began to cry softly.

“I know, baby. For a very long time you’ll be dividing your life into two categories: before the accident and after the accident. The wreck is the line, the place where your childhood ended and adulthood began. I’d give anything if I could take you back to the other side of that line. But I can’t. No one can.”

“I know what you and Mom want for me, Dad. I once wanted it too. I don’t know how to go forward. I feel stuck in the middle of a nightmare.”

“You are stuck. But you’ll find your way out, because you’re smart and beautiful and wonderful.”

She eyed him and offered a slight smile. “Says you.”

“And I’m never wrong about such things.” He took her in his arms and held her. “How about we come up with a plan. We’ll fill out the paperwork to secure your entrance into IU. Then at the end of the summer, we’ll see how you’re doing, and if you want to go, you’ll be all set.”

“And if I don’t?”

“We won’t make you, Trisha. We can’t. This has to be something you want bad enough to go all out for. College isn’t easy, so you’ve got to want it. You’ll know a whole lot more about yourself in another six months. Trust me.”

“I do, Daddy.” She hugged him hard, holding on for dear life.

“Get out of the bathroom, Charlie—now! Don’t make me late for school.” Trisha pounded on the door of the bathroom she shared with her brother. By Monday, she’d forged a truce with her parents, with no one bringing up the subject of college. It would be one more thing for her to think about, but at least she didn’t have to think about it anytime soon.

“I’m busy.” Charlie yelled.

“Get unbusy, and I mean right now.” She rattled the doorknob.

“I locked it.”

“Listen, you little dork-face, I’ll get a ladder and come through the window if—”

The door flew open. Charlie stood wrapped in a towel, his hair slick with water. “What did you call me?”

“A dork-face.” She leaned forward as if to threaten him.

He broke out in a smile.

“What’s so funny? You look like a grinning fool.”

“You called me a name.”

“I have others for you.”

“Don’t you get it?” His grin was wider. “You’re yelling at me again. You haven’t yelled at me since the accident, and now you are.”

She straightened. “And it makes you happy to have me yell at you?”

“Sure does. It means you’re back!”

The power of his logic struck her profoundly. She hadn’t been yelling at him. Wrapped in her own pain, she had been ignoring him. She thought back to the night she lay in the hospital and to his frightened little face and trembling voice. Despite her present irritation, she felt a smile creep across her mouth. “You’re definitely a dork-face, so, yes, I guess I’m back.”

“All right!” Charlie leaped up and gave her a high five. She slapped his hand, then grabbed his wrist and pulled him past her into the hall. “Hey!” he yelped.

She ran into the bathroom, slammed the door, and locked it. “I won’t be long,” she called out to him, laughing heartily about what Charlie considered a breakthrough.

When Trisha pulled up to Cody’s house after school on Tuesday, Tucker Hanson’s truck was parked in the driveway. Tucker’s dad had bought him a small black pickup truck with a roll bar to replace the car that had been totaled in the accident. “It’s supposed to be a whole lot safer,” Tucker had told his friends. Trisha wondered what Christina would have thought of it, because they’d often made fun of guys in trucks.

“What do you call a guy with a pickup truck and a horn?” Christina would ask if guys in a truck passed them, honked, waved, and shouted for attention.

“Multitalented, because he can burp and say his name at the same time,” Trisha would answer. And the two of them would break into peals of laughter and ignore the boys.

Trisha found Cody and Tucker in Cody’s basement; in the background the TV replayed a football game. Cody held out his hand to her. “This is my girl,” he announced, a look of pride on his face.

“Tucker knows that,” she said.

“Cody and I were getting reacquainted,” Tucker told her. “I brought him a tape of the Super Bowl we watched together in January.”

“I don’t remember watching it,” Cody said. “But I remember football. That’s good, don’t you think?”

“I think it’s in your DNA code,” she said. Both boys grinned. She felt awkward, suddenly thinking that Christina should have been there.

“I came by to show Cody my new wheels.”

“I like the truck. Your other car was black.”

“Yes, a Pontiac.”

Cody scrunched up his forehead. “With silver hubs. And mud flaps.”

“Yes.” Tucker glanced at Trisha.

“Well, don’t I feel special,” she said. “I’m a blank in his mind, but your mud flaps make the grade.”

Cody blushed. “You’re not really mad, are you? Some things come back in a flash, and I never know when that’s going to happen.”

She kissed his cheek. “I’m not mad. Just teasing.”

“Was it hard for you to drive again?” Cody asked Tucker.

“The first time I sat behind the wheel after the wreck, my hands shook so bad I couldn’t even turn on the ignition. I thought I was going to throw up.”

“How about you?” Cody turned the question to Trisha.

“I’m all right about driving. At first I didn’t think I would be able to, but I can. I’m driving my dad’s old clunker now. He got a new one so that I could have a car.” It had been generous of her parents to sacrifice so that she could get around. Christina had usually driven Trisha around. Now Trisha drove alone.

Tucker said, “My dad took me by the salvage yard to look at my car a few weeks ago. It’s totaled. The roof was crushed, and there wasn’t a piece of glass in it that wasn’t broken. I couldn’t believe any of us got out of it alive.” Tucker’s knuckles had gone white, gripping the arms of his chair as he described the car’s condition.

One of us didn’t, Trisha thought, but she knew he needed no reminding.

“I don’t remember any of it,” Cody said.

“Lucky you,” Tucker said, his eyes full of pain.

“It’s all like shadows to me,” Cody said. “Sometimes I think I see something that looks familiar, but then it vanishes and I can’t get hold of it again. The girl who died, Christina … I have her picture, but I don’t know if she looks familiar because I remember her or because I’ve looked at her picture so much.”

“She was beautiful,” Tucker said. “I miss her more than anything in this world.” Tucker struggled to his feet. Trisha could see that he was shaken. “I’ve got to go.”

“Will you come back?” Cody asked.

“Do you want me to?”

“We were friends. I’m not sure I had that many.”

“You did,” Tucker said. “You were a regular guy. Everybody liked you.”

His use of the past tense wasn’t lost on Trisha.

At the foot of the stairs, Tucker said, “You two hold on to each other. Okay?”

Trisha watched him take the stairs two at a time, as if he were being chased by a ghost.

*  *  *

Trisha found a note from her mother stuck to the refrigerator door when she got home. It read: I’ve taken Charlie to b’ball practice. Julia called. She would like to see you. They’re moving.
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Trisha drove to Christina’s house on Saturday morning in the rain. She hadn’t been there since a week before the accident, which made her feel ashamed of herself. She’d known Christina’s parents for as long as she’d known Christina, and she’d always liked them. She should have come by before now, before poor Julia had to call and ask her.

She pulled into the driveway. Julia stepped onto the porch, and Trisha realized that the woman must have been waiting and looking for her. Trisha hadn’t seen her since the funeral and thought Julia looked thin, delicate, almost waiflike. “Hello,” Christina’s mom called, smiling as Trisha stepped out of her car.

Trisha, dodging raindrops, jogged up to the porch, where they stood looking at each other. “I—I’m sorry—” Trisha began.

“No apologies necessary.” Julia waved her off. “Come into the kitchen. I made us hot chocolate.”

Just entering the house felt dreamlike to Trisha. Every nook was as familiar to her as those in her own home. Yet things had changed too. Pictures had been removed from walls, and the living room looked uninhabited. In the kitchen, Julia made small talk as she set a plate of cookies on the table and poured steaming mugs of chocolate.

She invited Trisha to sit, saying, “It’s good to see you. How have you been?”

“All right.” Trisha cradled the mug, mostly to warm her freezing hands. She couldn’t look Julia in the eye just yet. “Mom said you’re moving.”

“Yes. Nelson’s company had an opening in Cleveland and offered him the position.”

“When will you go?”

“They want us there by mid-April.” Julia glanced around the kitchen. “Packing up is a real chore. Movers will do most of it. But, as always, there are things we must do.”

Trisha nodded. “I remember moving from Chicago. It was hard.”

“Right now, it’s harder to stay. I’m glad we’re going. Too many memories.”

Trisha met her gaze. “I should have come by sooner.”

“No. It’s okay. I know how difficult this must be for you.”

Julia’s kindness touched her. “Mr. Eckloe … how is he?”

“Better than he was the night of the viewing.” Julia pressed the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. “He must have seemed like a madman to everyone, especially Tucker.”

“His reaction was understandable.”

“We’ve talked to the police and have come to realize that it was an accident. It was just a senseless, stupid accident.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke, and Trisha heard the rain hitting the kitchen window and saw it running down in rivulets, like tears. “I’ll never forget her, you know,” Trisha said.

“I know that. She loved you like a sister. She often said to me, ‘Mom, if I ever had a sister, I’d want it to be Trisha.’ ”

A lump swelled in Trisha’s throat.

“She loved Tucker too,” Julia added. “I didn’t always approve of the way he treated her, though.”

Julia’s announcement surprised Trisha. It must have shown, because Julia added, “I was sensitive to their relationship. I knew he sometimes made her unhappy.”

“He didn’t want her to go off to college.”

“Selfish of him.”

“That was his idea of love.”

“You do think she would have gone whether he wanted her to or not, don’t you?”

Trisha thought about her answer and saw no reason to mention the marriage offer Tucker had been planning to make. “Yes, I’m sure she would have gone. She knew what she wanted and wouldn’t have let Tucker take it away from her.”

Julia relaxed. “It’s hard raising kids. We loved her so much and tried to do everything we could for her.”

“She wanted you to be happy with her.” Trisha knew how conflicted Christina had been about her feelings for Tucker and her desire to do what her parents wanted. Trisha thought of her own college dilemma and understood the gift her parents had given her by not applying pressure and trying to make her decide something she wasn’t ready to decide.

“If you sit on a child too hard, they break. If you give them too much freedom, they don’t learn limits,” Julia said thoughtfully.

“You were great parents,” Trisha said.

Sadness filled Julia’s face. “The high school said they’d give us an honorary diploma for her. All her teachers said she was passing with As, but the rules say a child has to attend so many days before she can graduate. Stupid rule.”

Trisha squirmed. Julia’s sadness was breaking her heart.

Julia dabbed at her eyes with a napkin, then leaned forward, businesslike. “One of the reasons I wanted to see you is that before we dismantle Christina’s room, I thought there might be some things in it you’d want. You know, to remember her by.”

Trisha blanched. “Oh, I don’t—”

“Please, come see. Make sure. She would want you to have anything she owned.”

Reluctantly Trisha followed Julia upstairs and down the hallway toward Christina’s room. She steeled herself as Julia opened the door for her. “Take your time,” Julia said. “Take anything you want. I mean anything. I’ll wait for you in the kitchen.”

Julia was gone before Trisha could say a word. Trembling, she walked inside the room. It was like stepping through a time warp. The room was exactly as it had been the last time Trisha had seen it. Posters of a popular boy band graced the sunny yellow walls. The bed was made with the soft white coverlet that Trisha and Christina had bought when they were in the tenth grade. The bulletin board was crammed with photos, dried flowers, ticket stubs, the program from the time they’d gone to Chicago to see a Broadway-style play. Christina’s dresser was lined with bottles of hair gels and hair sprays, pots of lip gloss, eye shadows, and hair baubles. Stuffed animals sat along the edges of a bookcase where Christina had last posed them. Half-burned candles and sticks of incense sat on a windowsill.

Trisha half expected Christina to burst into the room with a bowl full of popcorn and a couple of colas, their favorite after-school snack. She waited, but Christina didn’t come, would never come again. Finally, Trisha began to walk around the room and touch Christina’s things. In some ways, it was like touching her. Trisha expected it to freak her out, but it didn’t. She found it comforting, almost soothing. Christina was still among her things. Her favorite fragrances laced the stale air like whispers, saying, “I’m here. Right here.”

Trisha picked up a perfume bottle, spritzed it, and closed her eyes and breathed in her friend’s essence. The scent of the lemon-lime concoction reminded Trisha of summer and lazy days at the pool—days that would never come again. She studied the images on the bulletin board, pictures from the past, of Christina and Tucker, Trisha and Christina, Trisha and Cody … Together they presented a story of a life half-lived, of a promise made but unkept. Life was gone for one of them. The others lingered on like half-finished portraits. Trisha, Cody, Tucker—they were the same but different now. So very, very different.

Trisha crossed to Christina’s closet and opened the doors. The hangers were stuffed to capacity with Christina’s clothes. Trisha fingered the tops, skirts, a row of pressed jeans, and even the cheerleader uniform. She recalled the day—it was at the end of their sophomore year—that Christina made the team.

“You won’t hate me because now I’m one of them, will you?” Christina had asked.

At the time, Trisha had felt pangs of jealousy, of being left out of the tight little world that belonged to pretty, popular girls with perfect smiles and winning personalities. “No more than you hate me for being on the yearbook staff,” she’d replied.

“You’ll be the editor by the time you’re a senior,” Christina had said.

“No way.”

“Way!” Christina had countered.

And of course, Christina’s prediction had come true.

The uniform hung in the closet, discarded and useless. Their senior year, Christina had quit the squad right after football season ended. “More time with the books,” she’d told Trisha.

More time with Tucker, Trisha had suspected. He’d never liked the way the guys ogled his girlfriend when she was on the squad.

Trisha was unaware of time passing, but realized it must’ve when she heard the grandfather clock downstairs chime one o’clock. Knowing it was time to go, she glanced around quickly to fulfill the mission Julia had sent her on. She picked up the bottle of perfume, a flowered top she’d often borrowed when she’d wanted to feel “summery,” a bracelet that sparkled with green and yellow crystals, and a romance novel they’d read together and loved when they were juniors.

Julia met her when she came down. “Is that all you want?”

“These are the things that remind me of her the most,” Trisha said, still uncomfortable about taking anything at all.

“Then take them with our blessings. Here, I’ve got a bag for you.” Julia held out a plastic grocery sack, and Trisha slipped her possessions inside.

“I should go. I told Mom I’d be back by lunch.”

“Certainly. Of course.” Julia didn’t move. “May I ask a favor?”

“Anything.”

“Would you let me hold you for just a minute?” Tears shimmered on Julia’s lashes.

“Hold me? Well, gee, sure.”

As Julia wrapped her arms around Trisha, Trisha felt the woman’s body shudder. “It feels so good to hold a child in my arms again. Not that she let me cuddle her once she was a teenager. She was too big, too old … you know. But how I wanted to! When she was a child, she’d sit in my lap and I’d read to her, and sometimes the sunlight would bounce off her pretty golden curls. She used all those gels to straighten her pretty hair. She hated how curly it was.”

Trisha shut her eyes, saw the images Julia painted, and felt her throat close tight.

“I miss her so much. So much.”

“Me too,” Trisha managed to say.

Julia pulled away, her face wet. “Thank you. Your parents are so lucky to have you. Kiss your mother for me.”

“Will you write?”

“A Christmas card, I promise.”

Trisha stepped onto the porch; Julia followed. The rain had stopped.

Julia said, “I put fresh flowers on her grave yesterday. I know they’ll only die, but it made me feel better to visit her. She loved pretty flowers.”

Trisha got into her car and drove away, left with the image of Julia forlorn but waving from the front porch, a memory she would never erase.

“Hello Mrs. Kimble. Remember me?”

The nurse looked up from behind the desk and broke into a smile. “Why, Trisha Thompson! How good to see you, girl.” She came from around the desk and took Trisha’s hands in hers. “My, my, you look so good. So much better than the last time I saw you. Your face is all healed and your crutches are gone.” Her gaze swept Trisha head to toe. “Any lasting effects?”

None that show, Trisha almost said. “No. I’m recovered from the accident.”

“So what brings you here to the nursing home? Anything I can do for you?”

“Actually, I was hoping I could do something for you.”

“And what’s that?”

“I’ve been thinking about Christina’s old volunteering job. I was wondering if it was filled. If maybe I could have it.”
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Mrs. Kimble looked surprised. “Well, goodness, girl, I’ll never refuse good, free help. But what about school? Shouldn’t you be doing fun things?”

“Don’t you know about the senior blahs? All I want is to get out of there.” More and more Trisha had turned the yearbook project over to Frank. She simply didn’t have the interest for it anymore. School felt like a prison, her classes like solitary confinement.

“You sure you want to work here?”

“Real sure. I know it gave Christina a lot of satisfaction. So, is a job available?”

“Of course it’s available. There’s a volunteer schedule posted on the bulletin board. All you have to do is sign up and sign in when you arrive. If you can’t come, call us so that we can shift things around.”

“Sounds simple. When can I start?”

“Tuesday. That’s when the new schedule is out.”

Trisha nodded, anxious but satisfied. “I—I probably won’t be as good at the job as … my friend, but I’ll try very hard not to let you down.”

Mrs. Kimble tipped her head, her brown eyes thoughtful. “It takes a long time to fill up a hole in your heart, Trisha. If this will help, then go for it. If you change your mind, you just come tell me. I’ll understand.”

“Thanks, but I won’t change my mind. Christina always liked you,” Trisha added.

“And I always admired and liked her. What happened was a real pity. Lordy, yes, a real pity.”

Trisha’s parents weren’t too pleased with her decision, but to their credit, they didn’t give her any arguments. Cody was very understanding. “If it’s what you want to do, then you should do it,” he said when she told him following school on Monday.

“I’ll still be coming to see you, so don’t think you can slack off and stop being my boyfriend,” she told him.

“You still want me for a boyfriend?”

“Naturally. Why wouldn’t I?”

“It just seems like a girl as pretty as you could have any guy she wanted. Instead you pick a lame-brain like me.”

“Don’t you ever call yourself names, you hear?” She shook her finger under his nose. “You’re not a ‘lame-brain.’ You’re my boyfriend, and I won’t have anybody running you down. Not even you.”

“It’s just so hard sometimes, Trisha. I think I’m getting better, then without warning, my mind goes completely blank. I can’t think of a simple word or how to solve a math problem. My homeschool teacher is really understanding, but I know that I’m different now than I was before the accident. I’ll never catch up.”

His pessimism cut through her heart. The accident had wrecked so many things. “All you can do is try,” she said.

“I am trying. That’s what’s so bad. No matter how hard I try, sometimes it doesn’t make a difference. I want to graduate with our class. I want to think about the future, but it’s just too hard for me to make any plans.”

“Stuck in neutral,” she said. “That’s what I call it. We can’t go back. We can’t go forward. We’re just plain stuck.”

“Maybe I should have stayed in the coma. It would have been easier on everybody.”

“Don’t say that. It was horrible for everyone—for you of course, as well as for your family. I wanted to talk to you, but I couldn’t. At least now we can be together.”

“When I woke up in the hospital, I felt like I was floating out of a fog and landing on a bed like a feather. I didn’t know who I was. My mom looked familiar, but I couldn’t remember who she was. Can you imagine not recognizing your own mother?”

“But that didn’t last long.”

“Yes … but I want everything the way it was before. It’s been more than two months since the accident, and I still can’t return to school.”

“You will, but believe me, it’s pretty boring at school. Personally, I can’t wait until the year’s over.”

“Then what?”

“I don’t know, Cody,” she answered honestly. “That’s still the big question in my mind too.”

“You should move on. You don’t need me in your life complicating things.”

Trisha took his hand in hers, studied his fingers, remembered the way he used to touch her before the accident. “Don’t you see? We’ve been through something together that no one else can ever understand the way we do. Who’s going to be patient with me when I’m in a crowd and a sudden memory hits and I start crying? I have no history with anyone but you. I can’t think about dating another guy, hoping he’ll be understanding without me having to explain every time I fall apart.”

“But that’s just the point, Trisha. I don’t remember. And it’s making me crazy.”

“You don’t remember now,” she said. “But you will. I know you will.”

“Come to Florida with us,” Abby begged Trisha as spring break approached. “We’ll have fun and get tans and play volleyball on the beach and pester Frank and all his friends.”

“Not interested,” Trisha said. “Cody’s here. Besides, I’m making progress with Mr. Tappin.” When Abby looked blank, Trisha added, “He’s an old man with Alzheimer’s who lives at the home. Sort of a special project of mine. He won’t eat unless somebody feeds him and even then, he won’t eat for just anybody. But if I feed him, he eats.”

Abby made a face. “Gee, the excitement must be overwhelming for you.”

“Don’t be mean. He was a special project of Christina’s too. He has no one, you know. He’s all alone.”

“Does the old guy yell? My neighbor’s mother got Alzheimer’s and she swore worse than any HBO comedian.”

“He doesn’t speak at all. He doesn’t even leave his room unless we put him in a wheelchair and take him outside. He’s totally withdrawn.”

“Ugh! What a life. It’s nice of you to care about him, though. Sorry if I came off as insensitive.”

“I used to feel the same way whenever I went to the home to help Christina. Now I don’t think anything about it at all. And I feel better doing something that’s helping somebody else.”

Abby looked pensive. “So is that what you’re going to do? Fill in the blanks that Christina left behind?”

Trisha bristled. “That’s not fair. I’m doing a good thing here. And I’m doing it because I want to.”

“Hey, hey … I don’t mean to offend you. Sure, you’re doing a nice thing. I’m only asking you why you’re doing it.”

“Because I want to. Because I don’t want to go through my whole life and feel like I never made some kind of difference in the world.”

“You’re not that old,” Abby pointed out. “You’ve got plenty of time to impact the world.”

“You think so? I once thought so too, but now I don’t. We all thought Christina had plenty of time. But we were wrong, weren’t we? In truth, how much time do any of us really have?”

After her friends left town for spring break, Trisha busied herself with working at the nursing home, visiting Cody, and helping her mother with several spring-cleaning projects around the house. She missed her friends, and felt restless and unfocused no matter how active she strived to be. She even filled out a job application at Home Depot, but her parents had a fit and forbade her to turn it in.

In the middle of the week, while her mother took Charlie to the dentist, Trisha was puttering around the house when the doorbell rang. She found Tucker on her porch. “Can I come in?” he asked.

Seeing him dressed in a suit, she almost asked, “Who died?” because she hadn’t seen him in a suit since Christina’s funeral. She decided the question was in bad taste. “You want a soda?” She led him to the kitchen, burning with curiosity as to why he’d come. She’d known he wasn’t going away for spring break, but she hadn’t expected to see him until classes resumed.

“No thanks,” he said, sitting at the table and removing his sunglasses. His eyes were red-rimmed. When he spoke again, he said, “It’s over.”

“What’s over?”

“The coroner’s inquest. I went before a judge yesterday and then again today to tell my story, then he ruled on the accident.”

Trisha went hot and cold all over. For some reason, she thought she’d have known about the hearing in advance, but now it was all over. The news was upsetting. “And … ?”

“The accident’s been ruled an accident, not vehicular homicide.” He sagged in the chair. “I wasn’t blamed.”

She turned his words over in her mind, not sure how to respond or even how to feel about the verdict.

“There were a lot of factors about that night that contributed,” Tucker said. “The ice, the other car, the flap at the game. But speed wasn’t one of them. I wasn’t speeding, so the judge ruled that I wasn’t at fault.”

She had an instantaneous image of his hand on the gearshift and of Cody saying “Slow down.” “Okay,” she said, her voice feeling stuck in the back of her throat. “I guess that settles it then.”

“I came here first to tell you because I thought you should hear it from me.”

“What about Christina’s parents?”

“They were notified about the hearing, but they didn’t show. I talked to them just before they moved, though. I wanted them to know how sorry I was about … everything. Her father said he was sorry about how he treated me at the funeral home. I told him I understood. He said that nothing would bring Christina back, that making me suffer wouldn’t change anything.”

Trisha tried to digest all that Tucker had said. She’d known the Eckloes for years, and now they were gone. Christina was gone. Cody was deeply wounded. Tucker had been judged blameless at the hearing. Nobody was to blame. It had been happenstance, fate, a fluke, bad timing. All was forgiven.

“Are you going to be all right?” Tucker asked. “You look really pale.”

“Was your lawyer with you at the hearing?”

“Yes. He was representing me.”

“But you told your story to the judge?”

“Yes.”

“And now it’s over?”

Tucker hunched forward, rested his forearms against his knees, and stared down at the floor. “It’ll never be over, will it? The only girl I ever loved is dead, and I was driving the car when she died. That’s the bottom line, isn’t it?”

She didn’t agree but knew it was the truth. “I know your parents are glad you’re not being blamed,” she said.

“Yes, they’ve supported me all the way.” He stood. “Will you tell Cody?” he asked.

She said she would and watched him make his way toward the front door. She braced her arms on the countertop and listened while his car pulled out of the driveway and drove away. She stood staring out the window over the sink where a vine in an old clay pot was trying to send out new shoots of green. The ordeal was over. Tucker was blameless in the eyes of the law. Christina had died in an accident. And yet, ever since the night of the crash, a memory she couldn’t grab hold of kept haunting her. And now, even if she did remember, what possible good would it do?
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Cody’s family and doctors allowed him to return to school following spring break. As Trisha walked proudly at his side, kids greeted him in the halls like a long-lost voyager.

“I feel like a freak,” he admitted when they were standing at his locker before the first bell sounded.

“Why? Everyone’s knocked out that you’re back. This is what you said you wanted, isn’t it—to be back?”

“Sure, I want to be here. It’s just that Mom’s arranged with my teachers for me to have special treatment.”

“Such as?”

“Stupid stuff. I get extra time to get to classes. If I want to leave before a class is over, I can get up, walk out, and go to the office and wait for the next class to start. In short, I don’t have to play by regular rules.”

“And you think you’ve got a problem? A lot of us would love your problem.”

“Don’t you get it? It tells people that I’m ‘different,’ that poor Cody can’t cut it and needs special handling. I don’t want special privileges.”

Actually, Trisha thought special treatment was a good idea. Cody’s attention span was still brief, and he had trouble with self-control when he became frustrated. “Do you know what stuff you want from your locker?” she asked, changing the subject.

He didn’t answer but stood staring at his locker door.

“What’s wrong?” Trisha asked.

“I can’t open it.”

She followed his gaze to the lock and realized what he meant. “I know your combination,” she said quickly. “Want me to open it?”

“Yes, open it.” He sounded upset.

She shielded her hands from passersby and quickly spun the combination. When the locker was open, she said, “You can get a key lock and change it to a new combination.”

“No,” he said. “Please write down the combination for me. I’ll use my time in study hall to memorize it. It’ll be something to do so that I don’t walk out,” he added sarcastically.

Her heart went out to him. “It’ll get better, Cody.”

“When?” he asked.

She had no answer for him.

When word swept through the school that Tucker had been acquitted of any wrongdoing in the accident, people stopped talking about their spring breaks and started talking about him. Trisha found it hard to hear the whole incident rehashed everywhere she turned. She didn’t hide her feelings either. When she walked into the bathroom and overheard two junior girls gossiping about it, she glared at them and said, “Don’t you two have anything better to talk about?”

One said, “Gee, we didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Then shut up about it.”

“It’s a free country,” one girl dared to say.

“Then I might just take advantage of my freedom to stick your head down a toilet.”

The girl’s eyes widened. “No need to go postal about it. We were just talking.”

The other girl took her friend’s arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

Trisha let them pass, still angry but knowing she had overreacted. People were going to gossip. She hated it but couldn’t change it.

“It’ll blow over,” Abby said later when Trisha told her what had happened.

“But why do they have to talk about it at all? Some of them hardly knew Christina. It’s disrespectful.”

“It was a big event, Trisha. Nobody expects to lose someone who’s only seventeen, someone you see every day in the halls and in your classrooms.”

“She wasn’t ‘lost.’ She died.”

“Trisha, I’ve got to say this to you. It sounds like your problem’s with Tucker. Like you’re mad because he didn’t get charged with the accident.”

Hot tears stung Trisha’s eyes. “She was my best friend, Abby. Best friends don’t grow on trees, you know.”

“I know. I’ve told you, I know. Neither do brothers,” Abby said.

Later that same week, when Trisha used a hall pass to go to the girls’ room, she saw Cody sitting on a bench in the commons. He was staring at a card that listed his courses and the room numbers of his classrooms. “What’s up?” she asked, peering over his shoulder.

“I got lost. I can’t find my way to government class.”

Pity for him washed over her. “It happens. The school’s so darn big.”

“I feel stupid.”

“Please don’t.”

He turned to her, his blue eyes filled with pain. “Can you show me the way? I’m already really late and everybody stares when I come in late.”

“Want to sit it out?” she asked.

“I can’t. I’m already so far behind.”

She realized that in spite of his mother’s and the school’s best efforts, all the bases hadn’t been covered. “Follow me,” she said, silently vowing that he would never suffer this indignity again if she could help it.

She formulated a plan to help him. Because his doctor had yet to clear him to drive, his mother dropped him off in the morning, and Trisha drove him home after school. To make sure he was covered during school hours, Trisha enlisted Frank and Abby to help shadow Cody until they were all sure he could manage on his own. She never told him because she didn’t want to embarrass him, and by the end of April, her efforts had paid off. Cody had completely relearned the layout of the school and could sit in class for the full fifty minutes. He still struggled through tests, and his memory returned in snippets and fragments, never fully formed, but Trisha considered it progress. Cody needed even small successes to feel whole again.

“We are going to prom together, aren’t we?” Cody asked Trisha one afternoon as they stood in the commons, checking out a poster announcing the upcoming dance.

“Do you want to go? It really doesn’t mean that much to me.”

“It’s prom. We should go. I’ve talked to Frank, who said we can double with him and Abby.”

“If we go with anybody, they’d be my choice,” Trisha said. They both left unsaid what they were thinking: if the accident hadn’t happened, they would have automatically gone with Christina and Tucker.

“Did I used to like wearing rented tuxedos?” he asked.

“You said a tux made you feel like a penguin without an ice floe.”

“Wasn’t I the funny guy. How do you feel about me in a tux?”

“I like you in one,” she admitted. “Makes you look rich and famous.”

“Then it’s settled. I’m wearing one just for you.” Cody wrapped his arm around her waist. “Sometimes not being able to remember everything about the past isn’t such a bad thing, is it? It means I can be retrained. Like a puppy.”

She giggled. “That’s funny.”

“You think so? Hey, I made a joke, didn’t I?” His face broke into a grin. “So does this mean we’re in ‘puppy love’?”

She laughed again, pleased to see him so happy with himself. For the first time in months, she saw signs of the old Cody shining through. “Either that or puppy poo,” she answered.

“You’re talking dirty, girl. Tell me more.”

They poked fun at each other and laughed all the way to the parking lot.

On Saturday, Trisha and Abby rode the train into Chicago to search for the perfect prom dresses. They walked in the bright spring sunshine up Michigan Avenue past the Chicago Tribune building, crossed over the river, and headed toward Marshall Field’s.

“You ever shop Filene’s?” Abby asked. “It has great prices, and I haven’t got that much to spend. Maybe we should start there.”

Trisha started to say, “But Field’s is Christina’s favorite, so we always go there first,” but she stopped herself. Things were different now. Abby was turning into a good friend, and Christina was no longer around for Trisha to follow. Trisha said, “Sounds like a good place to begin.”

“I mean, if you’d rather go to Field’s—”

“No. Filene’s is fine. I don’t have much money to spend either.” As she said it, Trisha felt as if a weight were lifting off her heart.

The girls crossed the avenue and headed away from the river.

Just before prom night, Trisha’s and Cody’s parents offered to pay for a limo and driver to usher the two couples around for the night. “Some kids rent limos, but it’s not for us,” Trisha told her father. “But thanks anyway.”

“Hey, you’ll look like VIPs,” he said. “Or movie stars. These things come with refrigerators and food and sodas—sort of a living room on wheels. Come on—live a little.”

And leave the driving to someone else, was what he was really saying, she realized.

“We’ll be okay, Daddy. Frank’s a good driver and we’re not going to any all-night parties after the dance. Cody’s mom won’t let him.” Cody had been mad about that part, but Trisha had insisted she didn’t want to stay out all night anyway.

He father looked self-conscious. “All right, you caught me. Your mom and I want you to have fun, but we also want you to be safe.” She opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off. “I know, I know. Frank is great. We don’t care. Besides, it’s not only about safety. It’s also something we want to do for you kids because we love you. Don’t be insulted. And don’t give us a hard time. Just take the limo.”

Trisha sighed. “Just don’t pick one that’s over-the-top,” she said.

On prom night, Cody’s mother brought him to Trisha’s house, where a long, white, and embarrassingly garish limousine waited in the driveway. Everything on the car was white, inside and out. It even had white faux-fur pillows in the seat corners and fuzzy white floor mats. When it first pulled up, Trisha wailed, “Daddy! What were you thinking?”

“It was all that was available. Everyone rented before we did,” her father said with a shrug. “Besides, you can’t miss it in a crowd.”

But Cody pronounced it cool, and Charlie crawled around the backseats, inspecting doors, knobs, compartments, refrigerator contents, the console television set, and video selections. Trisha’s parents stood on the porch, camera in hand, while the driver opened the door for Trisha and Cody. “You both look beautiful,” her mother called.

Charlie made a gagging sound and flopped against the porch rail.

The driver picked up Abby and Frank at Abby’s house and, after another round of picture taking, drove the thirty-minute stretch to the country club where the dance was being held. Cars jammed the parking lot, a line of limos queued in the circular driveway. Light spilled onto a column of stone steps where a throng of seniors dressed in dark tuxes and shimmery gowns filed into the elegant lobby, heading toward the grand ballroom.

As the limo waited in line, Trisha eased down the window and surveyed the field of chauffeured black automobiles. “Cody, we have the only hundred-foot white one here. This is so embarrassing.”

Abby got the giggles.

“What’s your point?” Frank asked.

“Am I the only one embarrassed by this?” Trisha asked, trying to sound huffy but losing the battle. It had become very funny to her too.

“I’m not embarrassed,” Cody said, flipping a furry pillow in the air. “Are you embarrassed, Frank?”

“No way. I think of it as preparation for future stardom.” He batted the pillow away.

Abby kept giggling. “My mascara’s running.”

“Well, go catch it,” Cody told her.

They all heaved with laughter. Even when the driver pulled in front of the steps and opened the door for them, they couldn’t exit the car right away because they were laughing so hard. Finally Trisha scooted out, took Cody’s hand, and started up the steps. At the top she turned and came face to face with Tucker Hanson. He was dressed in a tuxedo and standing by himself, completely and utterly alone. Trisha had heard that he hadn’t asked anyone to prom. She saw now that it was true.

As his gaze bore into hers, it was as if a bolt of lightning shot through her. Her laughter died in her throat, and cold, ghostly fingers gripped her heart. Tucker’s eyes held a recriminating message: How can you be having a good time? How can you forget her?

Oblivious to the drama happening between Trisha and Tucker, Cody said, “Hey, Tuck.”

“Hello,” he answered.

“You want to hang with us tonight?” Frank asked.

“No,” he said, catching Trisha’s eye. “I won’t be staying long.”

Abby leaned forward and said into Trisha’s ear, “Don’t let this sour the evening for you. He’s got no right to make you feel bad. You’re allowed to have a good time.”

Trisha nodded, but she wanted to ask, How can I, with my best friend lying in her grave?

But it wasn’t until after the dance, when they had returned to the car, that the past really caught up with Trisha. She had just settled into the seat with Cody beside her and was looking out the window when another car slid past her line of sight. As she watched the faces in the other car pass by her, the fragmented pictures from the night of the accident fell perfectly into place. Trisha sat bolt upright. Suddenly, she knew what had happened the night of the accident.

She knew. She clearly remembered every detail.
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Trisha took her time deciding what to do about the memory that had returned to her on prom night. She turned the details over and over, making sure she remembered everything correctly. She told no one else, not even Cody, what she now knew to be true. And days later, once she had everything locked in her mind, she went looking for Tucker Hanson.

She found him sitting with a group of his friends in the cafeteria. With her heart thudding, she walked over and announced, “We need to talk.”

He looked up. “Well, sure, Trisha. Do you need another picture of me for the yearbook?”

His friends laughed at his joke, but she ignored them. “It’s about Christina.”

His cocky smile vanished. “What about Christina?”

“I’ll tell you when I see you. I get off from work at the nursing home at five. Come there to meet me.”

As she walked off, she heard one of Tucker’s friends ask, “What was that all about?” Let them wonder, she thought. Let Tucker explain his way out of this one.

At the home, Trisha fed Mr. Tappin early, making sure he ate all his supper, all the while thinking about her upcoming confrontation. It had been a long time coming, but now that she knew the truth, she was going to make certain it got out in the open. She nursed cold, hard anger but vowed that once this was over, she would let Christina rest in peace.

Trisha signed out at five and found Tucker waiting for her in the parking lot, his black truck parked next to her car. He got out of his truck as she approached. “You ready to tell me what this is about?” His tone was casual, but his eyes were wary.

“I remembered something about the night of the accident.”

“What?”

“Not here,” she said.

“Then where?”

“You know where,” she said, slamming the door.

He didn’t say a word but got into the truck and put it into gear. He waited while she went to her car and got in. They both knew where they were going.

As she approached the site of the accident, Trisha felt her mouth go dry and her hands grow cold. Tucker parked on the shoulder of the road at the same place where his car had slid and careened into the field and overturned. She pulled in behind his truck. May sunlight spilled over the landscape like warm honey. Trees sprouted green leaves, spring wildflowers bloomed along the roadside, and in the field, heavy black dirt that had been freshly turned waited to be planted with rows of corn.

Trisha slid out of her car and stood gazing out over the field, an aching sadness pressing against her heart. No visible damage remained from the accident; the earth looked whole and new again.

Tucker came around to stand beside her, his arms folded across his chest. “Can we talk now?”

Without looking at him, she said, “You passed on the right side. You couldn’t get around the other car on the left because it kept speeding up, trapping you behind it. So you put your car into a lower gear and tried to shoot around them to the right, on the shoulder of the road. That’s why you hit the ice. That’s why you lost control.”

“Is that what you remember?”

“When the police talked to me, I told them that the roads were clear that night, freshly salted. So in order for you to have hit ice and lost control, you had to be on the shoulder, where it hadn’t been salted.” She rested her back on the truck’s fender, which was still warm from the spinning of the tires. “What I didn’t remember before, but do now, is glancing out my window and seeing the boys’ faces in the other car as we passed them. They looked shocked because they hadn’t expected you to do that—to pass on the right. I wouldn’t have remembered seeing their faces if you’d passed on the left, the way you’re supposed to. It would have been impossible, because if you’d pulled around them on the left, their car would have been on Cody’s side of the car, not mine.”

She turned and faced him. “Did you really think you could get away with it? Were you counting on me having a permanent mental block about it?”

“No,” he said. “I figured either you or Cody would remember eventually.”

“Well, Cody isn’t any threat, is he? I mean, the accident—your accident,” she added hotly, “wiped his mind clean. That must have been a real plus for you.”

“Stop it,” Tucker said. “I never wanted that to happen to Cody. I never wanted any of it to happen.”

“How could you have gone through the inquest and not told the truth?”

“I told the truth,” he said, catching her off guard. “The police knew the truth because I told them. So did the guys in the other car. I wasn’t speeding, but yes, I did pass illegally.”

She didn’t know whether or not to believe him. “And the judge still ruled that you weren’t to blame?”

“Because Christina grabbed my arm,” he said, his voice shaking. “She snatched my hand off the steering wheel and … and … I lost control of the car.”

“You’re blaming Christina?” Trisha was incredulous.

“No,” he said quickly. “I’m blaming myself. I’ve always blamed myself. But she did grab my arm. It’s no excuse, because I was trying to get around the other car on the right and I shouldn’t have done that. The accident was my fault. My fault,” he repeated. “I killed Christina.”

Hearing him say the words was not nearly as satisfying as Trisha had imagined it would be. The sure knowledge hurt unbearably. As if he’d taken a knife and cut her heart open. She couldn’t stop the hot tears that stung and burned her eyes. “And the judge knew? Her parents knew? And they let you walk away from it?”

“It wasn’t a secret,” he said. “I kept trying to pass the other car on the left—three, four, five times. Finally, the driver put the car in the center of the road, sort of like he was daring me to get past. I knew he wouldn’t expect me to go to his right. I know I shouldn’t have, but I did anyway. I would have made it too, except that when the tires crunched on the gravel on the shoulder, Christina panicked and grabbed the wheel. She turned it just enough. Then we hit ice and went airborne.”

As he talked, the memories tumbled and fell on Trisha like lead pellets. She saw the boys’ startled faces going by her window. She saw Tucker’s hand on the gearshift, saw Christina’s arm dart across the console to the steering wheel, and heard her scream, “No! Don’t!” It was true. Everything Tucker said was true.

“And you were never going to tell anybody what really happened?”

“I wouldn’t have denied it if it came out, but I wasn’t going to go out of my way to spread it around either. ‘Hey, look at me, everybody—I killed my girlfriend because I made a stupid mistake.’ ”

“You kept quiet to save face,” she said bitterly. “You’re a coward.”

The muscles in his jaw worked, as if he were clenching his teeth. “Probably so. But you weren’t the only one who lost someone they loved that night, Trisha. You’ve been acting like you’re the only one who’s hurting. I lost the only girl I ever loved. And I have no one to blame except myself.”

“And by not telling the truth, everyone feels sorry for you. ‘Poor Tucker,’ ” she spit out the words. “I know others are hurt. Her parents are ruined forever!”

“Her parents said that ruining my life with a lawsuit wouldn’t bring her back,” Tucker said, ignoring Trisha’s outburst. “I blubbered like a baby, telling them I was sorry. They said they forgave me, but I don’t know how they can.”

“And Cody’s life too!” she cried. “Look at all he’s lost. He’s not even the same person he was before the accident.”

“You can’t say anything to me I haven’t already said to myself. Will it make you feel better if I stand up in front of the whole school and say, ‘I killed Christina’? Is that what you want?”

She didn’t know what she wanted. She hurt so badly at the moment that she couldn’t think straight. “You used to bully her, try to force her to do what you wanted her to do. You were never very nice to her, Tucker. You tell me you loved her, but I know how much you made her cry.”

“I know that too.” His eyes looked watery. “I’d give anything if I could see her again. If I could touch her and tell her how sorry I am … about … everything.”

“You can’t turn back time,” Trisha said. “No one can.” It was too late for Tucker. And yet she knew Christina really loved him despite all his bad behavior. Her hate for him began to crumble. The burden of his guilt weighed far more than the pain of Trisha’s loss. His knowledge of all that he’d done before and after Christina died was a permanent scar on his life.

Trisha walked away, but only got as far as the white-cross memorial. The cheerleading squad had kept its promise to maintain the memorial with flowers. A planter box had been erected around the base of the cross, and colorful pansies fluttered in the breezy twilight. She saw that someone had carved the initials CE and the date Christina had died in the center of the cross.

Trisha dropped to her knees in front of the box. She fingered the petals of the pansies, then buried her face in her hands and wept.

She felt Tucker’s presence as he crouched beside her. “I’m sorry, Christina,” he whispered. “So … sorry.” He touched Trisha’s shoulder. “Come on. Follow me back to town. Tomorrow you can tell people whatever you want. I don’t care anymore.”

*  *  *

Trisha went over to Cody’s that night and told him what had happened with Tucker. He shook his head. “I don’t remember any of it. It’s all a blank. But I feel sorry for Tucker, because he can’t ever get away from the memory. It’ll be his curse for as long as he lives.”

She told her parents too, and they were sorry but philosophical about it. “Maybe Tucker wasn’t trying to hide the truth,” Trisha’s dad said. “He was probably just trying to get out from under the burden of it for a while. Knowing he caused someone to die and two others to be hurt so badly must have been a heavy load to carry.”

“So you’re telling me that you’re not mad at him?”

“I’m furious with him.” Her dad stroked her hair. “If it had been you who died, I’d probably have taken him apart with my bare hands. But I understand how Christina’s parents feel too. Ruining Tucker’s life by insisting that he go to jail for a lapse in judgment won’t change a thing. It won’t bring Christina back. And she did grab the steering wheel—not that I’m blaming her. Who knows what might have happened if she hadn’t done that?”

In the end, Trisha didn’t tell anyone at school. She was surprised, however, when Tucker did. He told one of his closer friends, who told another, who told another. The story spread through school, but not like malicious wildfire. It went from group to group to group like water seeping beneath a dam, touching everyone. Tucker’s revelation changed nothing at school, since most kids felt sorry for him. Others considered it ancient history and said it should be put in the past—that the future was what mattered. Trisha had thought that having everybody know the truth about Tucker’s real role in the accident would make her feel different, maybe even better. But it didn’t.

Two weeks before graduation, Cody called Trisha to say, “It’s official—I’m not going to graduate with our class.”
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Trisha couldn’t believe Cody’s bad news. “That’s not fair! You’ve worked so hard! How can they do this to you?”

“I had too much stuff to relearn. I couldn’t keep up with the new material. I’m at least half a year behind. And I missed too many days to qualify for passing.” He sounded dejected.

“You should go before the school board. Your mom can persuade them to make an exception. None of this was your fault.”

“I think my parents are relieved. They hate having me out of their sight—especially Mom. So now I have to stick around instead of going off to college. Remember how we were going to go to IU together? It’s not going to happen.”

“Well, that settles it. If you’re staying here, so am I. I wasn’t crazy about leaving in September anyway. I filled out the forms because my parents begged me to, but I don’t have to go away if I don’t want to.”

“But what about college? You should go. You’re smart and you’ve planned for years on going to college.”

“I’ll go to the community college,” she said. “And I’ll live at home and see you every day until you earn your diploma.”

“You’d do that for me?”

“You bet I will. No matter what my parents say, I know this is what I want.”

The graduation ceremony was held at the civic center at the end of the first week of June. Trisha put on the bright yellow robe and smiled for her parents’ camera, but a part of her felt detached. It wasn’t the senior year she’d planned or dreamed about. For years, she’d planned to make the walk with Christina and Cody. Yet now she was making it alone. Christina was gone and Cody was sitting in the audience with Trisha’s family.

At the ceremony, the administration paid tribute to Christina’s brief life by placing a blowup of the two-page memorial from the yearbook and a folded cap and gown on a chair onstage. Every senior who walked across the stage to receive a diploma passed the memorial. Many tossed mementos—flowers, school pennants, pom-poms, varsity letters—every kind of small token. Trisha passed the chair with tears in her eyes, pausing long enough to kiss the tips of her fingers and touch the mortarboard. “Goodbye, Christina,” she whispered.

With summer upon her, Trisha found a job as a cashier in a store not far from her home and continued working at the nursing home in her off hours. She dated Cody and saw Abby whenever she could. When she heard the news that Tucker had gone to live with relatives in another state, she felt a deep relief. It helped to know she wouldn’t see him around.

One night in July, Trisha’s mother shook her awake. “What’s wrong?” Trisha squinted from the glare of the bedside lamp. Her digital clock read 1:35 A.M.

“The nursing home called,” her mother said. “They asked me to wake you to let you know that Mr. Tappin is dying.”

Trisha hurried to the home, hoping and praying that the old man would hold on until she arrived. When she got there, she found Mrs. Kimble sitting by Mr. Tappin’s bed reading a book.

“How is he?” Trisha asked.

“His breathing is labored,” Mrs. Kimble said. “It won’t be long now.”

Trisha collapsed into a chair. “I’m so glad I made it in time.”

“You didn’t have to come, child.”

“Yes, I did. You see, I promised him I wouldn’t let him die alone.” As she said the words, she realized how dumb they must sound. Mr. Tappin had Alzheimer’s—he knew little of the world of reality.

Mrs. Kimble put her book aside. “I’ll go down the hall to check on Mrs. Anderson while you wait.”

When Trisha was alone, she picked up Mr. Tappin’s hand. His skin felt dry and flaky. In the dim light from the wall lamp, he looked very old. His skin was pulled tight across his face, his eyes sunken in their sockets. His mouth was open, and his breath came in spurts with long stretches of silence in between. Trisha wanted to cry for him, but she couldn’t. Death would free him from the prison of his diseased mind. Death would release his frail body from the shackles of age. His soul would be free to rise to heaven and wrap around eternity. She couldn’t feel sorry for him. “Say hello to Christina when you see her,” she said to him.

He lived another two hours. When his last breath came, Trisha squeezed his hand and laid it gently on the covers. She walked to the nurses’ station, told Mrs. Kimble, and waited while another nurse went in to pronounce Mr. Tappin dead and to prepare his body for the funeral home. “How are you, my dear girl?” Mrs. Kimble asked.

“I’m not as sad as I thought I’d be,” Trisha confessed. “I’m glad he’s not suffering any longer. He’s free now.”

“You’re free too, Trisha.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t want to see you around this place, as much as we love your help.”

“But why?” Trisha hadn’t expected Mr. Tappin’s death to end her involvement with the nursing home.

“Because Mr. Tappin was the last tie you had to your friend Christina. It’s over now. You can stop feeling bad that you’re alive and she isn’t.”

Trisha flinched. “Is that what I’ve been doing?”

“Oh, dear girl … you been wishing for months that this old world would stop turning and let you get off. It’s been plain as day. But tonight a chapter has closed. Tonight you are free to go on living.”

Tears filled Trisha’s eyes as she grasped what Mrs. Kimble was telling her. With Mr. Tappin’s death, so many parts of her life with Christina were over. “I miss her so much.”

“Ain’t no shame in missing her. Ain’t no shame in living without her. She’s gone. You’re here. Those are the facts.” Mrs. Kimble leaned across the desk and took both of Trisha’s hands in hers. A smile split her wide face. “Besides, there’s something waiting on the side porch for you.”

“What’s that?”

“Your future.”

Trisha discovered Cody sitting in the dark in a rocker on the east-facing porch. “What are you doing here?” She couldn’t hide how glad she was to see him.

“Your mother called mine and told us about Mr. Tappin. I’m glad your mother isn’t upset that you’re sticking by me. I thought I should come and take you home when it was all over and she agreed. I didn’t want you to be by yourself.”

His thoughtfulness almost made her cry. “Thank you.”

He pulled her into his lap. “You all right?”

“I’m all right. Since Mr. Tappin was so old and so sick, it wasn’t as hard to face this death. I think he’s with Christina in heaven now.”

“While I’ve been sitting here, I’ve been doing some thinking. A lot of thinking, really.”

“About what?”

“About how you stuck by me this year. About how you helped me make a comeback. I couldn’t have done any of it without you. My parents, of course, are the greatest, but you—you made me want to hurry up and heal.”

She laid her cheek against his shoulder. “I love you, Cody.”

He kissed her temple. “And I love you. I may not remember many things from before the accident. I may never remember all of my life from before. Truth is, I don’t even try to remember it all anymore. I’m just taking it day by day. And the best part about every day is finding you in it.”

Goose bumps raced up her arms, and her heart filled to overflowing. “Well, get used to it. I plan to be around for a long, long time.”

“Forever?” he asked.

“Forever,” she answered.

They sat curled in each other’s arms and watched dawn spread rosy fingers through low, gray clouds and the sun slip over the horizon to begin a new day.



Letting Go of Lisa





Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb.… On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit.… And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.

Revelation 22:1–2 (NIV)
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The motorcycle cut in front of Nathan Malone just as he was pulling into the high school parking lot. He slammed on the brakes and blasted the car’s horn, but the rider on the back, dressed in black leather and a streamlined helmet, flashed him an obscene gesture as the cycle’s driver sped off with a roar. Nathan took deep breaths. Another car snaked past him and a voice yelled, “Hey, buddy, park it someplace else! You’re jamming traffic.”

Startled, Nathan put his foot on the gas and shot forward, almost running over three girls crossing the lot. They shouted at him. He stomped the brake and clamped the wheel, his palms clammy, and inched forward, searching for the parking space assigned to him in his Crestwater welcome packet. His friend Skeet had warned him that the first day was gridlock. Maybe Skeet was used to the bedlam, but Nathan wasn’t. Years of homeschooling hadn’t prepared him to spend his senior year in one of Atlanta’s biggest public high schools, but here he was—ready or not. He shouldn’t let the two idiots on the cycle determine his mood.

He found the space, marked by a bright yellow painted number, and pulled in, careful to park between the lines. His car was new—well, not new new, but new to him. His parents had given him the keys just a few nights before, part of his seventeenth birthday gift, but also a way to make up for shoving him into a public school from the relative shelter of his homeschooling experience. Not that Nathan minded. He’d wanted to be a regular kid for a long time. And being regular meant attending public school. “A cesspool, my man,” Skeet had always said. “Not for the faint of heart.”

Nathan shouldered his book bag and headed off for the entrance and the common area, where Skeet had sworn he’d be waiting for him. He’d better be! Nathan already felt tight as a string on his guitar, and that was before the incident with the cycle.

The halls were packed and so noisy Nathan wanted to cover his ears. How did people think, much less study, in this decibel purgatory? One good thing about his home classroom—it was quiet. Or it had been quiet until the twins, Abby and Audrey, were born in July and his mother realized in a panic that she couldn’t juggle two babies and teach Nathan’s senior class load. Not with college looming. At first he’d felt euphoric, like he’d been let out of a cage, but now, in the teeming hallways, he felt dwarfed and lost. What every other kid in the school knew as normal, he saw as extraordinary.

“Nate!” Skeet’s voice cut through the noise. “Over here!”

Nathan worked his way over to Skeet, who was sitting on a short wall. The wall surrounded a monolith of concrete and brass: Crestwater’s mascot, a rising dolphin balancing on its tail. “Hey, man.”

“Find your space?”

“Yeah. But not before a cycle almost plowed me down. Aren’t they illegal on school property?”

“Not so.” His brow puckered. “Who was driving?”

“How should I know? There were two of them. The rider on the back gave me the finger when I honked.”

Skeet grinned. “Odds are it was Lisa Lindstrom.”

“A girl?” Most of the girls Nathan knew were homeschooled like him, younger, all giggly and silly, and they didn’t ride cycles and flash rude hand gestures.

“Was the cycle black and silver with a big red heart painted on the tank?”

“I didn’t take that close a look. It almost creamed me. I was just trying to get out of the way.”

“Not a guy in the school who wouldn’t give up his car speakers to get a tumble from Lisa. She’s a knockout—transferred in as a junior last January. Keeps to herself, though. I call her ‘a heartache on a Harley.’ ” Skeet pressed his hand over his heart.

“She sounds like a conceited pain.”

“No … she just doesn’t give a damn. I know, hard to believe, but she seems to be totally unimpressed by Crestwater’s movers and shakers. She’s my hero.” Skeet leaned closer. “She’s the one who stood up Rod Stewart for the junior-senior last year.”

Nathan put the pieces together. Rod “Roddy” Stewart, no relation to the rocker, was a football legend at Crestwater and on track for a full ride to Georgia and the Bulldogs after he graduated. Skeet had told Nathan all about the big dump the day after last year’s prom because it was all over the school and because Skeet didn’t like Roddy. “That was the girl?”

“Way the story goes, Rod went to pick her up and she was long gone—off to a frat party, according to her mother, who said, ‘Gee, you’re the second boy tonight who showed up to take her to the prom.’ ” Skeet cackled gleefully. “Seems she jilted some other poor punk too. We never did know who. Man, Roddy was steamed. I mean, who stands up Mr. ‘I’m Too Sexy for My Shorts’ and lives to tell about it?”

“Well, she still doesn’t sound like the kind of girl a guy gets all warm and fuzzy over.”

“You got that right. She’s—” He searched for words. “The stuff legends are made of.”

Nathan laughed. “You sound like you’re in love with her.”

Skeet looked self-conscious. “I’m not in her league. Besides, you haven’t seen the biker dude up close who sometimes rides with her. He could squash your head with his bare hands.”

“Okay, okay. Let’s move on.” He dug out his class schedule. He was in all AP classes, nothing with Skeet. “Meet me here at the end of the day and I’ll drive us home.”

“Football rally after school on the field. We’ve got to go and drool over the cheerleaders.”

“Oh.” Nathan disliked that he was so out of sync with high school life that he didn’t know the basics. “I thought you hated football.”

“I hate Rod. There’s a difference. Come to the rally with me, then we’ll head home.”

“I’ll have to call Mom. You know how she freaks when I’m late.”

Suddenly Skeet’s eyes widened. “Here she comes,” he said under his breath.

Nathan turned to see a tall girl with long chestnut-colored hair striding past. She wore black leather pants, cowboy boots, and a trendy top. She carried a black leather jacket over her shoulder. “The diva?” he asked out of the side of his mouth.

“In the flesh,” Skeet said reverently.

Nathan eyed her. Skeet had been right about her being pretty. Yet everything about her body language said Stay away. A group of girls stepped aside when Lisa passed. A few of them giggled, and others started whispering. She ignored them.

“You’re staring. I thought you were mad at her,” Skeet teased after Lisa had gone.

Nathan reddened. “Pretty doesn’t make up for everything.”

The first bell buzzed. Skeet scooped up his backpack. “Time to begin our jail sentences. Catch you here after last period.”

Nathan turned and confidently headed to the stairs and his first period. He had come by the week before and followed his daily schedule from room to room just so he wouldn’t get lost and wander around like a ninth-grade newbie. He was the first one in the room and the teacher looked up, surprised. Nathan nodded and slid into a seat in a middle row, realizing that being early to class was not a badge of honor. At home, his mother started his lessons with great punctuality, making the case that it was insulting to keep others waiting. He shuffled through his notebook self-consciously as others trickled into the room, eyeing him suspiciously.

By lunchtime, Nathan had been stepped on, pushed, elbowed, splattered from a drinking fountain, and called an ugly name for encroaching on someone else’s perceived space. He took his tray outside into the courtyard, found a spot under a tree and ate alone. Everyone else seemed to be huddled into groups, eating and laughing together. He was the odd man out, friendless and nameless to others who’d gone to school together for years. He’d been placed in all accelerated classes because of test scores, and so far, his classroom work hadn’t sounded difficult. In fact, the classroom lectures had been painfully slow and shallow, so unlike his homeschooling, which had allowed him to master subjects at his own pace. He had to hand it to his mother. She’d been a good teacher.

He recalled the worried look on her face that morning as she juggled his twin sisters, one in each arm. “I’m sorry I have to feed you to the wolves, Nathan.”

His father looked up from the paper. “Don’t be dramatic, Karen. He’s going to public school, not an internment camp.”

“Crestwater had a drug bust last year. I hate sending him there.”

Nathan looked up from his plate of scrambled eggs. “It’s all right, Mom. I’m okay about it.” Not that his parents hadn’t tried to get him into a good private school, but by the time his mother had realized she’d have to bail on teaching him, none of the area’s private schools had any slots for seniors.

“We’ve agreed,” Craig Malone said, sounding weary. “Crestwater’s close. He has a car. His best friend goes there. It’s only for one year. Can we move on?”

Nathan hated it when his parents talked about him while he was right in front of them. Was he transparent? Fortunately one of the twins started crying, so his mother left the kitchen to nurse her.

“She’ll adjust,” his dad said good-naturedly. “Her family’s everything. You know that.”

Nathan did know that. Automatically his gaze shifted to the front of the refrigerator. It was coated with magnets holding photos, memos, drawings—and one in particular that claimed center stage, a frayed, yellowed piece of art paper of a child’s drawing showing a house, a family of four holding hands, a sun in a blue sky, green grass and a tree. Molly’s last drawing.

Nathan snapped from his reverie when a group of laughing girls sauntered past the tree where he sat. Once they passed, he stood, dusted off his jeans and lugged his trash back inside the cafeteria. The smell of stale food assailed his nose. His last class of the day, Advanced World Lit and Creative Writing, was the one he was looking forward to most. He loved to write, and he’d been told by Skeet that the teacher, Max Fuller, had a rep for being tough but excellent.

Nathan wasn’t disappointed by Fuller’s classroom. Bookshelves were stuffed with volumes of books, the teacher’s desk was shoved into a far corner, and a lectern stood in the center of a double semicircle. Fuller himself looked rumpled in a well-worn suit jacket and polo shirt. Nathan grabbed a seat in the second circle, directly in front of the lectern, and watched as the room slowly filled. He counted twenty-two other students—the smallest number of all his classes. Only the student desk directly in front of him remained unoccupied; then, just after the bell sounded, a girl strolled in.

Nathan’s heart skipped a beat as he recognized the black leather pants and cascade of chestnut hair.

“Nice of you to join us, Miss Lindstrom,” Fuller said in a gravelly voice. “This seat’s for you.” He pointed to the one in front of Nathan. She slipped into the vacant chair and her long thick hair brushed Nathan’s desktop. He caught a whiff of fresh rain and musk and swallowed hard. His palms went clammy, his mouth dry. How was he going to get through a whole year with the scent of such a wicked angel hovering around him like an enchanted mist?
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All the way to the commons, Nathan pictured the expression on Skeet’s face when he’d tell him about having a class with the Harley Princess. When he arrived in the area, Skeet was huddled in a corner, his arms crossed, the collar of his shirt turned up as if to hide his face. “Hey, man, shouldn’t we be heading out to the rally?”

“I’m not going.”

“What? This morning you said—”

“You go without me.”

Nathan could see that Skeet was really upset. He waited until the area cleared of foot traffic before he asked, “What happened?”

Skeet looked up, his eyes hooded. “Nothing happened. I changed my mind. I don’t want to go.”

“If you’re not going, neither am I.” Nathan swung his book bag over his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

Skeet slowly rose, picked up his book bag and followed Nathan to the parking lot. From the direction of the football field, Nathan heard the sounds of the marching band and of kids cheering. He drove slowly, taking backstreets toward their neighborhood. “Want to stop at my place first?” Nathan asked. “You’ll be doing me a favor by putting off the third degree Mom will be giving me.”

Skeet shrugged. “Cookies and milk?”

“You know her too well. She probably baked all afternoon.”

“At least she’s home.”

Another sore spot in Skeet’s life: a cold mother whose job was more important than raising a kid, and a stepfather who was downright mean to Skeet. Skeet’s parents used to lock him out on weekends, rain or shine, and Nathan’s family would take him in like a stray puppy. Over time, the boys became friends and discovered their mutual love of country music; they formed a garage-band duo in ninth grade. Skeet often said, “We’ll take over Nashville.”

“Except that neither of us can sing,” Nathan would remind him.

“Singers will beg to join us,” Skeet usually replied, pounding his keyboard.

“So, are your classes doable?” Nathan asked, making conversation.

“I guess.”

“No good news to report?”

“No.” Skeet was hunkered down in the seat, staring glumly at the dashboard. After a few minutes of silence, he said, “Why do you suppose they stick a guy like me into last period phys ed?”

“Don’t know.” Nathan had the class right before lunch.

“Well, Winston George Andrews got assigned to last period. You know, the period with all the football jocks.”

Nathan’s heart sank. “Probably a computer glitch. You can get it changed.”

“Sure. Whiny-boy asks to get moved away from the big bad jocks.”

Nathan waited patiently for Skeet to tell his story.

“Rod and his thugs shoved me into the hall in my Skivvies just before the bell rang. I was all but naked and every girl on the cheerleading squad was passing by. Of course, it was a big joke. Ha-ha.”

Nathan felt the sting of his friend’s humiliation. “Did you tell the coach?”

“Get off it, Nate. The nerds don’t go tattling on the big bad football boys who can do no wrong because they can catch a ball while running.”

“Well, it isn’t fair.”

“What is fair in life?”

“I could write a song about it.”

“What would you call it?”

“How about, ‘I Caught Your Heart While Chasing After Pigskin Blues.’ ”

For the first time, Skeet smiled. “Sounds demented.”

Nathan pulled into his driveway. “Come on in. Be quiet in case the twins are asleep.”

“Can you tell them apart yet?” Skeet followed Nathan through the garage and into the kitchen, warm and smelling of chocolate and cinnamon.

“Nope. They’re exactly alike—both screamers.” Nathan scooped up cookies cooling on a wire rack and grabbed a gallon of milk from the fridge. “Glasses,” he said over his shoulder. Skeet took two from a cabinet and followed him into the basement. It was decorated like a bistro, with a small table, a coffee bar, two sofas, bean bags and a giant-screen television.

“How was your first day?” Skeet asked when they’d poured milk and settled into bean bags. “Think you can get the hang of high school?”

“A couple of teachers almost put me to sleep. The best class is my last, lit. Fuller’s going to be tough, but I like him. We have to turn in a creative piece this Friday and then every third Friday until the year’s over. He assigned us all secret numbers. On Monday, he’s going to read the best of the submissions, but only by their special number. That way, no one will know who wrote the piece, but we’ll all get to hear what he thinks is good work.” Nathan shoved a cookie in his mouth. “And I plan to write the piece he reads first. Number seven-oh-five. You heard it here.”

“I can’t wait to see the movie.”

“Well, here’s something else to eat your heart out over. Guess who’s sitting right in front of me in Fuller’s class?”

“Impress me.”

“Lisa, the Harley Princess.”

“You lie!”

Nathan grinned. “Scout’s honor.”

“Talk about unfair! I get creepy football jocks and you get a goddess. She sits right in front of you?”

“Her hair’s so long that it almost touches my desk.”

“You’re going to fall madly in love with her. Wait and see.”

“No way.”

Skeet pointed his finger at Nathan in an imitation of firing a gun. “Pow. Dead meat at Lisa’s feet.”

Nathan was spared the third degree about his school day until the dinner table that night. His mother peppered him with questions, and he tried to answer politely, but it seemed to him that his interior space was being grossly invaded. Yes, he could handle the course-work. Yes, it was an adjustment listening to someone drone on in a lecture. No, he never got lost. Sure, he had met some “good” kids—not exactly true, but it was what she wanted to hear.

Finally his father interjected. “We miss you down at the firm. The gang says hi.”

One of the perks of homeschooling was that Nathan had been able to work downtown at his dad’s place of employment, a large architectural and engineering firm. He had worked there two full summers and sometimes during the workweek when his homeschooling load was light. “Tell them I’ll be back over Christmas holidays.”

His father nodded, took another slice of meat. “I hope we have extra jobs at Christmas. Business is slow.”

“I can get another job. The malls are always needing extra help for holidays.”

“You don’t have to work at all,” his mother said. “This is your last year at home. Maybe you could just hang around.”

Nathan looked at her as if she’d grown another head. “I’d be bored to death.”

“Would that be so horrible? A little boredom? Besides, you don’t really know how difficult school will be. And the twins should get to know their big brother.”

“They’re babies, Mom. All they do is eat, sleep and poop.”

“They won’t always be little.”

“Karen, leave the kid alone. If he wants to work, he should. A little extra money for college isn’t a bad thing.”

Nathan sighed. They were talking around him again, as if he’d suddenly gone transparent. He stood up from the table. “I’m going to get a jump start on some assignments.” He went straight down to the basement and through the special door, into a room set aside for his homeschooling.

His mother had transformed the space into a classroom that changed with him over the years. There was table space to work, a computer hooked to the Internet, bookshelves, a blackboard, and even a small area with test tubes where they’d worked on chemistry the year before. He’d gone on field trips once a month with other homeschoolers, and when he was younger, he’d played in a soccer league. He’d dropped out of everything in tenth grade. Deep inside, he longed for something he could never put into words. He wanted to touch and taste and feel anything that would shake his small, protected world and help him express the fire that burned inside him. Music came close. He was certain there was more, something he hadn’t yet come across, but it had to be out there. Waiting. Nathan felt stifled and hemmed in, like an animal in too small of a cage.

He sat down at the computer and opened the writing program, intent on starting his piece for Fuller’s class. He wanted it to be good enough to be selected for the first reading. Without warning, the screen blurred and a vision of Lisa’s hair tumbling down her back filled his thoughts. He’d wanted to grab a handful and bury his face in it.

He’d been attracted to a few girls over the years, homeschoolers like himself, but he’d been too shy to act on those feelings and they’d passed quickly. This girl was different. She was a loner too. This girl intrigued him.

He touched the keyboard and willed his brain to concentrate on his assignment. Lisa was competition. He had no idea if she could write; told himself that she was probably as deep as the fluff on a dandelion. Her badass attitude was probably a cover for what wasn’t inside. According to Skeet, everyone in high school had an image to uphold, a personal facade. Lisa Lindstrom was no different. Nathan just had to crack it open. He was sure that once he did, he would forget all about her.
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By Friday, Nathan was nursing a huge case of jitters. Not just because of the assignment, which he’d worked on harder than anything he’d ever turned in to his mother, but also because he couldn’t seem to get into the rhythm of Crestwater High. The constant noise bothered him still. Even in classrooms when it was supposed to be quiet, kids coughed, shuffled, whispered. The teachers’ lectures moved at a snail’s pace. Entire days passed in slow motion. Plus, his senses had become finely attuned to Lisa’s every movement.

“I don’t think that’s her boyfriend on the Harley,” he told Skeet on Friday morning as they walked in from the parking lot.

“And why do you think that, Sherlock?”

“He slows, she jumps off, grabs her stuff and walks away. No kisses goodbye. No tonsil exploration. Is that SOP around here?”

“The tongue tangles?” Skeet shrugged. “Yeah, pretty much. But only if you’re related.”

“Funny.” Nathan jerked open his locker without smiling. “Whatever happened to modesty?”

“What’s yanking your chain today?”

“I turn in that assignment for Fuller. Guess it’s got me spooked.”

“Is it that important to you that he plucks your paper from the pile? I mean, why? Sounds like you’ll get another shot at it between now and graduation.”

“I just want to be the first best paper. Hard to explain.”

Skeet looked baffled, then shrugged again. “Whatever, dude.”

Nathan shut his locker. “Did you work out your phys ed problem?”

“I signed up for the tennis team. They meet last period too.”

“You don’t play tennis.”

“Our little secret. It beats facing Roddy and his gang every day. Two cute girls on the team though. Course, they can pound me into the asphalt in the game, but I’ll be alive. Besides, how bad can a sport be with the word love in it?”

Nathan grinned, feeling guilty that he hadn’t helped Skeet solve his problem with the jocks. “Want to knock a few balls around tomorrow? It’s been a while and I’m not good, but you’ll get some practice in.”

“Hey, that would be cool.” Skeet flashed a grateful smile as the first bell sounded. “I work the early shift at the store, so I’ll be off by three o’clock.” He bagged groceries for spending money—and to stay out of his house as much as possible.

Nathan sprinted off, rounded a corner and ran smack into Lisa Lindstrom. He grabbed her arm to steady her. “Wow, sorry!”

She twisted away as if he’d burned her. “Hands off.”

He stepped back. “I—I didn’t mean …”

Her eyes narrowed. “Are you blushing?”

Nathan’s neck and cheeks felt hot. “No!”

“It sure looks like you are.”

Their gazes locked and he was startled to see that her eyes were blue-violet. He’d never seen eyes that color before. “Is blushing a crime?”

“No crime,” she said quietly. “Sort of refreshing, really.”

“Well golly, gee whiz, I’ll have to remember to do it more often.”

Her expression hardened. “Don’t bother. The charm is gone.”

She turned and he felt a second of panic. He had been talking to her and now he’d put her off with a smart-aleck remark. Bad move. He caught up with her in a couple of strides. “Didn’t mean to sound sarcastic. Sorry.”

She stopped again. “You sit behind me in Fuller’s class, don’t you.”

“Guilty as charged. Nathan Malone, which is Gaelic for ‘he who blushes freely.’ ”

She suppressed a smile, making his heart beat faster. If he could keep her talking … “Um—you got your assignment?”

“I always have my assignments for his class. He’s the only teacher in this place worth his paycheck.”

“Really?”

“He was teaching college and stepped down to high school because college freshmen were so ill prepared. He figured he’d better come back to the source and do the job right. Plenty of people want to take his class, but only a few make it in.”

“How does one make it in?”

“Test scores and ability to write. How do you not know that? Are you new? Living under a rock?”

“Yes to both questions. I’ve been homeschooled up until now.” She studied him with an intensity that made his mouth go dry. He added, “Ever since sixth grade.”

“Six years of homeschooling?”

“My mom has a degree in education, so she’s good at it.”

He willed her to ask more questions, but the tardy bell buzzed.

“You’re late to class,” she said. “You’ll get a black mark.” She turned, headed into a girls’ bathroom.

“You’re late too,” he called. “Won’t you get a tardy?”

“The difference between us, Malone, is that I don’t care.”

“I don’t care either,” he called as she disappeared into the bathroom.

“Liar!” he heard her say through the door.

And she was right. Nathan didn’t want any black marks on his record. He didn’t want to have to return to being homeschooled. From this moment on, he had one goal: to look into Lisa Lindstrom’s blue-violet eyes every day for the rest of the year.

When Nathan walked into Fuller’s class, Lisa was nowhere around. He wondered if she had skipped the whole day. He didn’t have time to dwell on it because the first thing Fuller did was take up the writing assignments, and then announce that they were going to begin a study of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century poets. “Because I know all of you have read Beowulf and Shakespeare until you’re sick to death of them,” he said. His gravelly voice dripped sarcasm.

Actually, Nathan had read those works, but he wouldn’t have admitted it publicly. Too nerdy, even for an advanced class. He fought to concentrate the whole fifty minutes, but his thoughts kept drifting to Lisa. Where was she? Why hadn’t she shown up, or turned in her assignment after telling him that she never missed turning them in? Fuller’s class only admitted top students, and it was a class she’d said she liked. Nathan was forced to assume that she really didn’t care. What he couldn’t figure out was why.

After school, he dropped off Skeet at the grocery store where he worked and drove home. His mother wasn’t inside, and when he peeked into the nursery, the twins were sound asleep. He grabbed a bag of chips and strolled into the backyard, where he found her in her grubby gardening clothes planting a bush.

“How was your day?” she asked.

“Fine. Isn’t it early to be planting the beds?” He knew she planted annuals twice a year, but the summer begonias still looked bright and healthy, and the weather hadn’t turned cool enough to plant pansies. He knew because her large well-groomed gardens were expertly tended despite the birth of the babies, and because he helped her keep them that way.

“The nursery had only a few pink camellia bushes, so I had to buy one before they were gone.” She shoveled aside a scoop of red Georgia clay.

Suddenly Nathan remembered. It was September, and she always planted something special and showy in September. “So that’s what you picked out this year—a camellia?” he asked, catching himself, hoping she hadn’t noticed he’d forgotten the date.

She leaned on the shovel, exertion showing on her face. “It’s a new variety. Pale pink that darkens as it opens. And it’s all right, Nate. I don’t expect you to remember the way I do.”

Her voice was kind, but still he felt bad. “I—I can help dig the hole.”

“No. I like digging the hole.” A shadow crossed her face. “It’s therapeutic, you know.”

He wanted to say, But Mom, it’s been fourteen years. Instead, he said, “Well, if you change your mind.”

“Just listen for the twins to wake up. It’s close to another feeding time.” She wiped her brow, smearing a swatch of red soil across her forehead. “Of course, it’s always close to a feeding time these days.”

Nathan smiled because he knew that’s what she needed him to do. Which was one of the basic problems he found about being homeschooled—they knew each other too well. Nathan jogged back to the house, grateful that she had Abby and Audrey now. It would make it easier for him when it came his time to leave next year. At least, he hoped it would, because he wasn’t living at home while attending college like she wanted. He was determined to move, no matter how difficult the uprooting.
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Certain that boredom was going to make him go crazy, Nathan busied himself over the weekend with chores and playing guitar. He knocked the tennis ball around with Skeet on the public courts, and took a hard whack in the side when he heard the sound of a motorcycle and looked over to the road in anticipation that it might be Lisa. It wasn’t. The only truly bad thing that happened was when Skeet came over Sunday evening sporting a bright red handprint on the side of his face.

“What happened?” Nathan asked, knowing the answer already.

“My old man said I smarted off to him.”

“Want to stay the night?”

Skeet shook his head. “I’ll just wait until he has a few beers and falls asleep. I’ll clear out before he’s even up in the morning.”

“Come have breakfast.”

“Your mom still cook those big feasts?” Skeet had come over many times for a hot breakfast when he was younger and locked outside.

“What can I say? Supermom lives right here in Atlanta.”

“I’ll be here.” Skeet picked up the game controller from the coffee table and punched up one of Nathan’s video games. “Got time to play one?”

“Sure.”

They sat in concentrated silence until long after Nathan’s parents had turned off the lights upstairs and gone to bed, the steady action of the game taking both of them out of their real worlds and into another world, more adventurous and, for Skeet, far safer.

On Monday morning, Nathan watched Lisa dismount her cycle and the driver speed off. She hoisted her backpack and headed toward the building, passing a group of ballplayers on the way. They made kissing sounds that she ignored, flashed them the finger when they made remarks Nathan couldn’t hear. He wondered if she’d show up to Fuller’s class since she hadn’t handed in an assignment on Friday. Fuller had made it very clear that if the assignments weren’t handed in on time, he wouldn’t accept them at all, and since the work counted for a third of each student’s grade, it was in a student’s best interest to hand them in on time.

Lisa did show for the class, and Nathan nodded at her when he caught her eye. She took her seat and he was left to stare at her thick chestnut hair laced with the scent of fresh oranges—like a Creamsicle, he thought.

Standing at his podium, Fuller said, “The first business of the day is to read the best paper turned in on Friday.” He flipped open a manila folder and Nathan’s mouth went dry. Would the piece be his? He had thought it the best creative writing he’d ever done, an essay about the role of music in everyday life.

“Let me begin by saying that most of you did very ordinary writing—a situation I hope to correct as we are immersed in good writing by great masters and thinkers from the past. Only one standout in this first bunch.”

Nathan’s heart thudded. Fuller leaned over the podium. “The writer is number four-five-four.” Nathan’s heart sank. “The piece is a free-form poem titled ‘Wings to Fly.’ ” Nathan slumped in his chair and Fuller began to read:


I have fashioned wings of wax and feathers and carefully formed them as things of beauty. And utility.

Snow white.

Pale yellow.

They glow like cat’s eyes.

And I have tied the wings to my thin, earthbound arms, and found a place

on a high rock from which to hurl myself.

I’ll pass just above the sea, being careful not to let the feathers drench.

I’ll pass low away from the sun and suddenly I a flying, flying.

And I wait for night to fall so that I can fly higher.

Suddenly this space is too safe.

And night will come too dark.

For if I only fly and do not soar, how will I know the universe

How will I know what lies inside. Of me?

For starlight is pale and far away.

Stars prick darkness but are not warm.

And so I choose to soar. Upward into blue-lit sky and closer to the sun until I feel the wax dripping, melting, trickling into the sea of glass-still water.

And yet, unafraid, I fly straight toward the sun.

Straight toward the Son.

Will I be caught?

Or will I melt into the sea below?



Fuller looked up at the hushed classroom, his expression intense. He walked to the blackboard and wrote the final few lines for them to see. Nathan was struck by the different spellings of sun/Son, each with a different meaning, and by the imagery that linked them.

Fuller continued. “I leave each of you to ponder the mind-set of this writer and to glean the message there for all of us.” He returned to his podium, tucked the paper into the folder. Nathan yearned to hear this teacher read one of his pieces with such reverence. “And please note, there wasn’t a four-letter word in the piece. Ladies and gentlemen, English is an amazing language, full of both plentiful and beautiful words. Several of you peppered your work with four-letter words. Why? Shock value? Do you think I don’t know these words? Frankly, I think using them shows weakness of mind and lack of talent. Stretch yourselves, writers. Make me care about your pubescent thoughts in poetic language, not gutter-speak.”

Students shuffled feet and shifted at their desks. Nathan cut his eyes sideways on the chance that the writer might subtly reveal himself with a look of pride or embarrassment or satisfaction, but all expressions were merely curious.

When the class was over, Nathan scooped up his books, walked quickly to catch up with Lisa in the crowded halls. “How are you doing?” he asked, falling in step beside her. She looked at him, startled. Did no one even dare speak to the Great Lisa?

“Why do you ask?”

Her question caught him off guard. Usually people said, “Fine” or “Life sucks” or anything other than “Why do you ask.” He said, “I mean, you weren’t in class Friday. I thought maybe something happened.”

“Are you my social secretary, Malone?”

At least she remembered his name. “You said you liked Fuller’s class, but you didn’t show. I thought maybe something went wrong. It’s an inquiry, not an inquisition.”

“I had an appointment,” she said quickly. “Nothing sinister.”

After an awkward moment, he asked, “So, who do you think writer four-five-four is?”

“Was it yours?”

“I wish.”

“It was okay,” she said with a shrug.

“The reference to classical mythology was a nice touch. And the use of sun with two meanings was pretty cool.”

She stopped and foot traffic flowed around them. “You read mythology, Malone? Or did you pick it up from Saturday morning cartoons?”

He felt color seep into his neck at her put-down. He didn’t understand why she was being so caustic and unfriendly. “I’ve read a lot of the old Greek and Roman stories. And I thought the poem Fuller read was deep. Didn’t you?” He held her gaze like a firebrand, determined not to let her get away with it.

She blinked, turned. “I like mythology too. Not sure if I liked the poem. I’ve got to go.”

He stepped in front of her. “Homeschooling isn’t a free ride, you know. I had to work hard and pass regular performance tests. I think public school—this school—is a cakewalk. Kids don’t seem like they care much about their classes, and most of them can’t carry on a conversation beyond next week’s football game or who’s dating whom.”

She didn’t respond right away, but he could tell he’d gotten her attention. “Don’t think that I feel like homeschooling is inferior to this, because I don’t.” She sounded apologetic. “I think you’re lucky to have been able to be homeschooled. It implies somebody cares for you.”

“Are you saying nobody cares for you?”

The halls were almost empty now and she took a few steps backward toward the outside door. “Wrong assumption, Malone.”

It had been a stupid thing for him to ask. Of course somebody cared about her. She probably had a hundred somebodies who cared about her. He screwed up his courage. “Want to talk about it over coffee sometime? I can call you.”

“A date?” she asked.

“Why not? Pick a time and place.”

“I don’t date.”

He watched her step through the doorway into the bright afternoon sunlight. The motorcycle was waiting, and this time Nathan saw the driver more clearly: a lanky man with muscular arms and chest, work boots and dirty jeans. He wore a dark helmet and his long hair stuck out from under it. He handed Lisa a helmet and she slung her leg over the Harley’s seat, slipped her book bag onto her back. The man gunned the motor, kicked off from the curb. Nathan watched the cycle speed away.

Nathan told Skeet all that had happened on the ride home. Skeet listened and didn’t remind him about his prediction that Nathan would tumble for Lisa. “Takes courage to ask, man.”

“I don’t believe she doesn’t date,” Nathan grumbled.

“Hey, here’s something to cheer you up. Crestwater’s playing Highland Friday night, and Highland’s better. Which means that Roddy has a good chance of getting his butt kicked. Want to come watch with me?”

“Why not.” Nathan’s disdain for the jocks had grown over the past few days. They really did act as if they were a superior breed when he knew they weren’t. Rumor was that two had paid underclassmen to write papers for them, and if their teachers knew about it, they let it slide.

“And”—Skeet drummed on the dashboard—“rumor is there’s going to be a party after. Location to be revealed.”

An illegal party. Nathan knew his parents would never let him go. But then, why should he have to tell them? He was perfectly capable of attending a party without getting into trouble. It was about time that he struck out on his own, blew off steam and had some fun.
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Lisa Lindstrom was unable to pinpoint the exact moment Nathan Malone came on her radar; she just knew that she slowly became aware of him, like a buzz one starts to hear in a quiet room. One minute all is silent, then a sound begins to break through a person’s subconscious and annoys until the person has to stop what she’s doing and go find the source. She tried to ignore him, this noise, but one day he broke through—she looked up and saw the most incredible blue eyes, fringed with thick dark lashes, staring at her. Nathan’s eyes.

She determined to steer clear, keep him at arm’s length as she did so many others, which would have been easier if she hadn’t sensed intelligence and sensitivity behind his eyes. Why couldn’t he be self-absorbed like Roddy and his jock friends? Or shy? Or avant garde and far out like the goths? Instead he was lean, dark-haired and blue-eyed—an apparition sent to bedevil her when she had no time for it.

“Is that the guy?” Charlie Terry asked Friday afternoon when Lisa climbed onto the back of the cycle.

“What guy?”

“The one staring at you from the doorway.”

Lisa disliked the teasing tone in Charlie’s voice. “I should have kept my mouth shut and never mentioned him to you.”

“Why? I’m in favor of you finding somebody good enough for you.”

“Sorry. It’s not on my to-do list.” Lisa shoved on a helmet, fastened the chin strap.

“It should be.”

“Well, it isn’t.”

“You’re being stubborn, Lisa.”

“My life. My choice.” Charlie was dirty from the construction site where he worked, but she wrapped her arms around his chest anyway. “We leaving or sitting here all day?”

Charlie gunned the engine and kicked off from the curb.

By the start of the fourth quarter, it was evident that Highland was the better football team. Crestwater’s cheerleaders attempted to whip up the crowd, but enthusiasm was low. “Go team!” Skeet shouted.

Only Nathan knew his friend was cheering for the other team. “Your school spirit is awesome.”

“Ain’t it, though?” Skeet grinned, watching Roddy limp to the sidelines between two coaches. “Oo-o-o. Did the big mean tackle hurt you, Roddy?”

“I don’t think he can hear you.”

“And I don’t want him to either.” Skeet grinned again. “I’m going to grab a soda before they close the concession stand. Want anything?”

“I’m good.” Nathan watched Skeet pick his way down the bleachers. The crowd was beginning to thin, leaving the dismal game despite the cheerleaders’ frenzied shouting. Nathan’s gaze stopped cold on Lisa. She was sitting below him and to the far left beside a heavyset short-haired girl. His view of her had been blocked by others. Nathan was almost at the top of the bleachers, and he could see the parking lot. With cars pulling out, it was easier to distinguish the layout, and off to one side, he saw her Harley. It gleamed black and silver when headlights struck it. He didn’t see her “driver,” so that probably meant she’d ridden it to the game herself.

Nathan’s heart beat faster. Should he go down and accidentally bump into her? What would he say? He weighed his options, but before he could act, Skeet was back and Nathan decided to do nothing. He didn’t want to drag Skeet with him and risk a rebuff.

“I got a party update,” Skeet said. He pulled out a napkin with a crude map drawn on it. “It’s near Lake Lanier. Some kid’s grandfather owns land out there and it’s very private.”

“That’s pretty far out. You sure you want to go?” Nathan was having second thoughts. He’d told his parents there was a school dance after the game and they’d extended his curfew until twelve-thirty. He hadn’t liked lying to them, especially to his mother, because she was so scared for him when he was out of her sight.

“Come on,” Skeet said as Highland made another touchdown. “We have to celebrate Highland’s victory some way or another.”

By the time they arrived at the designated farmland site, the party was in full swing. Cars were parked haphazardly on wet grass and a large bonfire danced in a fire pit. Kids swarmed around the crackling flames and among coolers full of beer and wine drinks. Music boomed from a portable amp hooked to a generator. Couples had already paired off and were dancing or slipping away into the darkness with blankets.

“Does this guy’s grandfather know about this?” Nathan asked.

“I doubt it. But we’ll be long gone by the time he hears about it. Smell that sweet air?” Skeet asked. “Weed. Want some? It’ll cost a few bucks.”

“No, and neither do you.” Nathan struggled with his conscience. On the one hand, he felt daring and bold; on the other, guilty. He shouldn’t even be here. What so many of the kids took as their regular rites, Nathan had never done. He’d spent a lifetime pinned in place by his parents, and now he was a social retard—even by Skeet’s standards, who was hardly a party animal.

Skeet had no chance to argue his case for a joint because the sound of a cycle reverberated in the already noisy night air. Nathan turned and saw Lisa on her Harley. His mouth went dry. Skeet said, “I never expected her to show.”

“Wasn’t she invited?”

“Dude, no one here was invited. Word went around and whoever wanted to come, did.” Skeet looked thoughtful. “It’s just that she doesn’t party with us high school dweebs.”

“Well, she’s here.”

Skeet’s eyes narrowed. “You aren’t thinking that you’re going to get her to look your way, are you?”

“No,” Nathan said hastily, although it was exactly what he was thinking. “I was just making an observation.”

Skeet rocked back on his heels. “Listen, I’m going to go get a beer. Want one? Or should I bring you a bottle of spring water?”

Nathan didn’t really like beer—he’d tasted it on the sly at certain homeschool parties—but he didn’t like the way Skeet was riding him either. “Bring me a beer,” he said as Skeet walked away.

He kept an eye on Lisa as she tied her helmet to the cycle. He waved. She saw him, gave a halfhearted wave in return, but it was all he needed to hustle over to her side. He said, “I saw you at the game with some girl.”

“Jodie Price. She’s a friend.”

“She didn’t come with you to the party?”

“Jodie didn’t want to come. She hates crowds.” A damp chill had fallen on the field, and fog hovered just above the grass in the distance. Lisa watched several of the cheerleaders clumped together around the fire. “Not all girls travel in packs,” she added.

“Why did you come?”

“Haven’t you heard? I’m a party girl.”

The two images he had of Lisa, one of a party princess and the other of a loner, didn’t mesh. He was about to tell her that when a voice shouted, “Fight!”

Kids rushed toward the bonfire. Nathan and Lisa went to see what was happening. In the middle of the semicircle formed around the fire and the beer stash, Skeet was standing between Roddy and two of his fellow players. The three of them held bottles of beer and looked roaring drunk and as big as tanks. Roddy was in Skeet’s face, which looked pale but stony in the firelight. Roddy gave Skeet a shove. “Who invited you, faggot?”

Skeet said nothing, and that only seemed to make Roddy madder.

Nathan shouldered his way through the crowd and broke into the open. “Hey, leave him alone.”

Roddy looked up, and Nathan saw that the side of his face was swollen and that his eye was turning black—hits from the game, Nathan assumed. “Who’re you? A fellow faggot?” For some reason, this made a few in the crowd laugh.

Nathan stood beside Skeet. “I’m his friend.” He was scared, but Roddy’s rattlesnake meanness made Nathan mad. “He’s not doing anything to you.”

“He’s breathing my air.”

Again, laughter.

“Then let me remove him from your illustrious presence.”

Nathan’s sarcasm wasn’t lost on Roddy, who cursed him. He leaned into Nathan’s face. “I’m going to kick your ass first.”

“How about mine, Roddy? Going to kick mine too?” The voice was Lisa’s, and the crowd parted and started buzzing as she stepped into the circle next to Nathan and Skeet.

Roddy swayed and called her a skank.

“Hey!” Nathan said. “You can’t talk like that to her.”

“Says who? You with her, faggot-boy?”

“Nobody’s with me,” Lisa said. Firelight flickered over her face, reflecting in her eyes, now dark as the night sky. “But if you touch any of us, it won’t look too good on the police report,” she said. “You know, the one I’ll file and that will go on your permanent record for the Georgia coach to read when he’s considering you for scholarship money.”

Nathan could hardly believe her bravado. Roddy was hateful when he was sober, downright venomous when he was drunk.

Roddy’s expression twisted, but he didn’t take a swing at any of them. Nathan held his breath. Rod’s two buddies grabbed his arms. “Come on,” one said. “They ain’t worth it.”

Roddy swore some more, tossed what was left of his beer at Skeet and Nathan, and swaggered off. The crowd gave the three football players a wide path, mumbling among themselves, then turned away. Skeet wiped beer from his cheek with his sleeve. “He could have killed us.”

Nathan’s knees felt wobbly, but he didn’t let on. “He’s a jerk—” he started.

The night was split by the wail of sirens. Somebody screamed, “Cops!” and the kids scattered like roaches across the field toward their cars.

“No, firetrucks!” another voice amended, but no one was listening.

Skeet pulled Nathan’s arm. “Let’s boogie.”

Nathan was looking at Lisa, sprinting for her cycle. Instantly he knew what he was going to do. He reached into his pocket, grabbed his keys and pressed them into Skeet’s hand. “Take my car.”

“But—”

“Just park it on the street in front of your house. Put the keys under the floor mat.”

“How will you—”

“Do it!” Nathan took off running, catching up to Lisa’s cycle just as she was revving the engine. He threw his leg over the seat behind her.

“Get off!”

“No way.”

She hesitated. “You’ll slow me down. We’ll end up in jail.”

“I’m riding with you.”

“Off, Malone.”

“You’d better move it.”

“You don’t have a helmet.”

“Then you’ll just have to drive real careful.”

The field was almost empty of cars now, and the red cast of the firetruck’s lights could be seen swirling in the gloom, hurtling across the field toward the bonfire that glowed and crackled against the dark ground and pale, thickening fog.

“Hang on,” Lisa ordered. Leaning forward, she aimed the big Harley in the opposite direction from the fast-approaching truck. In seconds, Nathan was flying through the night, his arms holding her to him.
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Nathan hunkered down, hanging tight. Riding the Harley was like riding a wild horse, the ground so bumpy that he thought his teeth would jar loose. The dark night surrounded them, and all Nathan saw were blurs of branches shooting past as Lisa kept close to a tree line parallel to a fence. Eventually she hit a dirt road, pelting them with gravel as she turned onto it. The cycle finally hit the solid asphalt of the highway and the ride smoothed.

Nathan watched the white line of the road streak below his feet. His head filled with the noise of the machine and the aroma of her leather jacket. He was freezing, but also wild with the pleasure of the ride and the nearness of Lisa. He would have ridden to the ends of the earth with her, certain that he’d never experienced a greater high than this moment in time.

Lights began to fly past and he realized that they were back in civilization. The cycle slowed, turned again and stopped under glaring lights in a gas station. They both sat on the machine and breathed hard. Slowly the sound of a country song from a nearby car broke into Nathan’s consciousness, bringing him back to earth.

“You can let go now,” Lisa said.

Unable to feel his cold-numbed fingers, he did so stiffly. He got off the bike, flexed. “We made it.” He grinned.

She dismounted the cycle, brushed past him. “I need gas.”

He took the pump handle from her, reached into his pocket and pulled out money. “How much?”

“I can buy my own gas.”

“I owe you. I invited myself along.”

She took a ten-dollar bill from him and headed for the building. Nathan filled the Harley’s tank, staring at the beautifully airbrushed red heart emblazoned with her name in fancy letters on a purple ribbon. He’d never felt more alive. Being close to Lisa had awakened him, and he tried to think of a way to keep the feeling going. He glanced around, caught sight of a huge bookstore directly across the street—the kind that stayed open extra late.

She returned, handed him his change just as the pump clicked off. “Can you call your friend to come get you?”

He felt a moment of panic. “Can’t I bum a ride home? I don’t live too far from Crestwater. Don’t you have to head that way to get home yourself?”

“Afraid I’ll dump you out here, Malone?”

“Terrified,” he answered truthfully, but kept his tone unemotional. “How about some coffee? I’m cold, aren’t you?” He gestured across the street and watched emotions he couldn’t read cross her face.

“I need to be going.…”

“Come on. It’s warm in there. A cup of coffee. What can it hurt?”

Inside the bookstore, which smelled of newly printed books and fresh lemon oil, he bought them each a mug of mocha coffee, then found two easy chairs among the stacks. He watched Lisa sip from her cup and fumbled for a thread of conversation. “You did a brave thing back at the party, standing up to Roddy.”

“You’re the one who almost got his head knocked off.”

“Thanks for intervening. He would have killed me and Skeet and never thought twice about it.”

She smiled over the top of her cup, and it was as if someone had turned on a current through his body. “Rod’s a bully. He’s big, dumb and drunk. In the morning all he’ll be is sober.”

Nathan grinned. “But still big and dumb?”

“Count on it.” She warmed her hands around the cup. “Why did he go after Skeet?”

Nathan shrugged. “I guess because he can. I heard you stood him up last year for the prom. Why?”

She arched an eyebrow. “Because I could.” He laughed and she added, “Football season will be over soon and Rod will fade into the background. He won’t have staying power, believe me.”

Nathan wanted to take her hands in his, but he hesitated. What if she wouldn’t stand for it? He asked, “So what kind of music do you like?” She named a couple of bands. “I’m into country,” he said. “Not the twangy kind, but the modern kind.”

“You mean those songs about somebody doing somebody wrong?”

“I think of them as songs from the heart about life. Skeet and I play in my garage and work up some juice. He’s on keyboard. I play guitar. I—um—I’ve written a few songs myself. Don’t expect them to go platinum or anything.” She looked more interested. Of course. She liked to write too.

“Ever get any bookings?”

“Not since Morgan Frey’s ninth birthday party. Skeet and I were fourteen and the girls thought we were stars.” He grinned at the memory. “Our band lacks depth. We need more members.”

“A singer?”

“The right singer would be good. You a singer?” He didn’t dare to hope.

“I can’t sing a note.”

“So that’s a look at my life. How about you? What do you like to write?”

“Nothing that will ever get published.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Sure I do.” She took another sip of coffee. “I’ll never send them anyplace. The only person who reads my stuff is Fuller, and that’s for a grade.”

“I want my songs to get published. It would be a kick to hear them on the radio someday.”

She continued to drink the coffee, and silence lengthened between them. He searched for something else to say to her, to make her look at him with interest, to have her think he was cool. He should face it: He was dull and boring with a small, uninteresting life. Why should she talk to him?

“What was it like to be homeschooled?” she asked. “Didn’t you get lonely?”

“I was alone, but not too lonely. We did things with other homeschoolers—field trips, joint projects. I made it into the citywide spelling bee in seventh grade, but lost in the third round: excavate tripped me up. I’m going to use that word in a song someday, just to prove I can. Plus homeschooling has some real perks—the cafeteria lines are really short and the food’s incredible.”

That made her smile. “Your mother didn’t mind having you home all day?”

“She likes to teach. How about you? Have you always gone to Crestwater?” He knew the answer, but he wanted to hear her voice, have her eyes meet his.

“We moved here last January from Valdosta after construction work dried up for Charlie. He got a job here real easy, and there’s a lot of building going on in Atlanta. Mom works as an office coordinator for the same construction firm. As for me, well, one high school is pretty much like any other.”

“Who’s Charlie?”

“The man who lives with Mom and me.”

“Your stepdad?”

“No,” she said, leaving him to wonder.

His parents were boringly conventional and had been married forever. “Is he the guy who sometimes rides your cycle and picks you up at school?”

“We share my cycle when his truck’s down. But the Harley’s mine. Charlie bought it for me.”

Nathan had many questions he wanted to ask, but she was finished with her coffee, and he saw that she was getting restless. “Want another cup?”

“No thanks.” She asked a salesperson passing by for the time.

It was after midnight and his stomach knotted. He didn’t want to be late getting home, but he didn’t want the evening with Lisa to end. “You going to miss your curfew?” he asked.

She stood. “I don’t have curfews. But I’ll bet you do, don’t you, Malone?”

He felt embarrassed, hating to confess that he still had rules and limits set by his conventional parents. “Until twelve-thirty, but I don’t care if I’m late.”

“Come on,” she said. “I’ll drive fast.”

Getting on the cycle, he said, “My car’s at Skeet’s. He’s just down the street from me. It’ll be best if I park my car in my driveway tonight.”

“Whatever,” she said, and the engine roared to life.

There was little traffic and she got him to his car in less than twenty minutes. She cut the engine before hitting the top of his street and coasted. At Skeet’s street, he hopped in his car, fished out the key from under the floor mat.

“I’ll walk this to the corner before I start up.” Lisa began pushing the Harley.

“How about a movie next Saturday night?” he whispered loudly, leaning out the window.

“I told you, Malone, I don’t date.”

Disappointed, he watched her disappear around the corner.

Nathan drove his car into his driveway, jogged to the front door and turned his key in the lock as the hall clock struck the half hour. He had made it. He took the stairs two at a time, quietly slipped into his bedroom and threw himself across his bed, euphoric. He’d spent part of an evening with Lisa and it had left him soaring, and hungry for more of her. He’d get her to go out with him again. He didn’t know how, but he would.

He heard one of the twins begin to cry, and soon after, the other started. They would be hungry, and his mother would come down the hall to their room to nurse them. And knowing his mother, she’d peek into his room to check on him. Nathan quickly struggled under the covers, pulling the sheet up just as he heard his door creak open. All tucked in, Mom. He heard the door close, and after a few minutes the twins quieted down. Nathan got out of bed, turned on a flashlight and found a legal pad. His head and heart were full of music and he wanted to write it down. Lisa had done that. She’d filled him with hope and fire.

Lisa sat for a long time at the corner, balancing her cycle and looking back at Nathan’s house. She saw a dim light go on in an upstairs room and wondered if it was his room. She fumbled in her jacket pockets, searching for a cigarette. She remembered stashing one, but now she couldn’t find it. She didn’t smoke much, but once in a while she craved a hit of nicotine.

Her search turned up empty and she swore under her breath. Charlie had most likely confiscated it. “You shouldn’t smoke,” he told her whenever he caught her with a cigarette.

“Why not? It’s not as if I’ll die of lung cancer.”

“It doesn’t look ladylike. It’s a stinking habit.”

“You should talk. Who do you think I steal them from?”

“Just ’cause I smoke don’t mean you should.”

“You worry too much, Charlie.”

Lisa shivered. The light in the window blinked off. She should never have had coffee, or sat and talked to Nathan, or allowed him to put his arms around her waist and press his body against her back. Stupid of her.

She turned on the cycle’s engine and the noise splintered the quiet night. Dogs barked. Lisa roared off, determined to put this night behind her—as well as the guileless, blue-eyed boy who wrote country music and made her feel so totally alive.
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“How was the game?” Karen Malone asked the next morning at breakfast. “We lost.” Nathan sat hunched over his cereal bowl, desperately wishing he was upstairs in bed instead of getting ready to go outside for a morning of yard work with his father, who was already waiting for him in the garage.

“I saw that much in today’s paper. I’m asking if you had a good time.”

“Mom, it was a football game. I sat in the stands with Skeet. We cheered. We lost. We came home.”

“Really?” Her eyes narrowed. “Then why do the clothes you stuffed in the laundry hamper smell like stale beer?”

Nathan went hot all over. “You smelled my clothes?”

“And the inside of your car smells like beer too.”

“Aw, come on—”

“You come on.” She stood at the counter looking furious. “Did you drink last night? Tell me the truth.”

“No, I didn’t drink. And thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“Did Skeet?”

Nathan slammed his spoon down on the table. “We weren’t drinking. If you have to know, the beer got spilled on us.”

“I don’t want you hanging around with kids who drink.”

Nathan knew she was on a roll and he didn’t want to hear it. He stood up, headed for the garage. “I need to get started. Skeet’s coming over later. Grill him if you don’t believe me.”

“Don’t walk away from me while we’re talking.”

“You’re talking. I’m not supposed to speak, right? I told you we weren’t drinking. I made curfew. And I’ll wash my own laundry so the smell of beer won’t touch anything sacred.” He slammed out of the kitchen.

His father looked up from shaking a bag of grass seed into the dispenser for overseeding the lawn, something he did every fall. “Storm over?”

“It’s never over with her. She doesn’t trust me.”

“She’s scared, that’s all.” Craig paused. “Were you drinking last night?”

Nathan threw up his hands. “I can’t believe you asked me that! No, I wasn’t drinking.” He saw no reason to confess that he would have if Roddy hadn’t shown up.

“All right. Cool down. I believe you.”

Nathan shoved his feet into old gardening sneakers. He stomped over to the push aerator, a piece of equipment with a large heavy drum and spikes for making holes in the lawn. It would leave the hard Georgia clay more pliable and ready to accept the new grass seed his father would scatter. The job was long and difficult, but suddenly Nathan felt like taking his frustration out on the earth. “What’s she going to do when I move away next fall? Follow me to college?”

“Don’t burn your bridges, son. You may have to take a HOPE Scholarship.”

“What! And live at home?” The HOPE Scholarship was money from the state lottery given to students with a B average, and it paid for tuition as long as the student maintained good grades. However, it was only available for students to attend state schools, which would mean Nathan couldn’t go away to college, but would have to remain in state, and most likely at home.

“Business is down. We may not be able to afford to send you away.”

“That’s just great. You know college is my only hope of getting away from her.”

“Don’t talk as if your mother’s trying to ruin your life. College is a privilege, not a right.”

“She won’t let go, Dad. You know that’s true. I thought the twins would mellow her out. I thought going to Crestwater would get her to step back, but no, she’s still dogging me.” He kept thinking of Lisa and the extraordinary freedom she had to come and go, to not have a curfew.

“Your mother’s been through a lot. This whole family’s been through a lot.”

“Old news,” Nathan said stubbornly. “No one can change the past and I shouldn’t be the one to pay because Mom’s afraid.”

“They’re my fears too,” his father said quietly, but quickly added, “Listen, she will get involved with the twins, especially as they get older. She’s tapped out right now, tired all the time. Cut her some slack, okay?”

“Why do I have to be the one?”

“Because you’re the one who matters most.” His father looked resigned. “And because I’ve given my whole life to make things better for her. To make it up to her somehow.”

Nathan felt deflated. No matter how their history got discussed, it always came back to ground zero. He used to think that their family history was a vicious circle, but now that he was older he saw that it was more like a spiral, moving not round and round, but downward, ever downward.

Nathan was in his room picking on his guitar that afternoon when Skeet came by after finishing his shift at the grocery store. “Hey, man. I’m busting to know what happened last night.” Skeet tossed his wadded apron onto the bed and plopped on the floor in front of Nathan. “I know you rode off with Lisa. Where’d you go?”

“As far away from the field as we could get.” Nathan perked up. Talking about Lisa was a sure way to bring him out of his funk.

“Which would be …?”

Nathan grinned. “We ended up having coffee at some bookstore and talking. Then she brought me home.”

“Oh man, you lucky dog!”

“It was a wild ride. I don’t think the girl knows the meaning of fear.”

“And you got to hold her body? You actually put your arms around her?”

“I got to hang on to her for my life. You ever ride across a bumpy field on a Harley?”

“Not lately.” Skeet pulled a candy bar from his shirt pocket and offered half to Nathan, who refused it. “So now what?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” He put down the guitar. “The girl’s got secrets, Skeet.”

“How do you know this? Did she say, ‘I’ve got a secret’?”

Nathan shook his head. “She didn’t have to. I just know it in my gut.”

“And you want to know her secrets.”

“I do.”

“Gee, most guys just want to get in her pants.”

Nathan scowled. “That’s crude.”

“And that thought’s never crossed your mind?”

“Knock it off, Skeet. Don’t talk about her like she’s some kind of sex prize.”

Skeet looked contrite. “Sorry, man. I just can’t believe you’re immune to that part. She’s beautiful, and every guy at school wants her. What makes you think you can score? And I don’t mean in a crude way. But score with her in a real way.”

“Maybe I can’t. But I won’t know if I don’t try.”

“Got a game plan?”

Nathan sat back down, picked up his guitar. “Maybe I’ll write a song for her.”

“Need my input?” Skeet wiggled his fingers.

“Not yet. I’ll let you know.” Nathan couldn’t concentrate with Skeet staring up at him, so after a few minutes he set down the instrument. “Want to shoot some hoops?”

“Great!”

They passed through the kitchen, where Nathan’s mother was busy creating supper. “Hey, Skeet.”

“What’s cooking, Mrs. M?”

“Meatloaf, mashed potatoes and gravy.”

Nathan remained sullen. She knew he loved her special meatloaf, and this was her way of saying she was sorry about their fight that morning.

“There’s plenty,” Karen said. “Want to stay?”

Skeet’s face broke into an eager smile. “You bet! Double my gravy portion.”

Nathan led the way out the door to the side of the house where the basketball hoop hung, not yet willing to accept her peace offering.

If Nathan thought he’d be able to have any kind of familiarity with Lisa on Monday, he was wrong. She didn’t come to school for two days, and when she did show up, she acted preoccupied and rushed out of Fuller’s class like a whirlwind. Nathan hardly had a chance to speak to her.

Fuller pulled a pop quiz on Thursday and passed back the results on Friday. Nathan had scored a ninety on the test, but attached to it was his first creative paper as 705, and it was a spiderweb of red ink. His stomach knotted as he read the teacher’s notes. Fuller had found the paper “pedantic, plodding and a rehash of old ideas.” He’d urged Nathan to try something “fresh and innovative” for his next effort. The teacher had added, “You write well-constructed sentences, so I know you have a command of grammar rules. But good writing isn’t always about rules. It’s also about feelings and emotions offered in an original format. Think outside the box.”

For some reason, Fuller’s criticism stung him like the tentacles of a jellyfish. Instead of impressing the teacher, he’d humiliated himself. He wondered what Fuller had written on Lisa’s paper, then remembered that she’d skipped that day. And how about 454? What wonderful praise had Fuller heaped on that person’s paper?

“You up for a session?” Skeet’s voice broke into Nathan’s dark thoughts. “I don’t have to work this afternoon, and I don’t want to hang around my house.”

“Sure.” Nathan shoved his papers into his notebook and headed for the parking lot with Skeet.

“Bad news?”

“No. Just a test.” By habit, Nathan searched the lot the instant they were outside.

“She already left,” Skeet said. “I saw her take off a few minutes ago.”

Nathan shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

“You giving up?”

“Do I look like a quitter?”

Skeet grinned. “You’re the man.”

Later, Nathan raised the garage door, plugged in his electric guitar, and let Skeet cut loose on the keyboard. Nathan preferred his acoustical guitar, but at the moment he felt like making noise, and his mother and the twins were off shopping, so no one was there to shush him. He let the music crank and, pulling fevered, frenzied sounds from the steel strings, closed his eyes and let the music take him to another zone. He was aware of nothing until Skeet’s playing fell off and he opened his eyes to complain and then saw why Skeet had stopped.

At the end of his driveway, Lisa sat wrapped in leather and staring at him from the seat of her Harley. His heart leaped. He laid down the guitar and started for the door. She quickly backed her Harley onto the street, kicked off.

“Lisa!” he yelled. “Wait! Lisa!”

By the time he’d sprinted to the end of his driveway, she was gone.
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Nathan squirmed through the remainder of the weekend, arrived early at school on Monday and waited in the parking lot for Lisa, hoping that today wouldn’t be one of the days that Charlie’s truck was broken. He was rewarded by the sound and sight of her cycle just after the first tardy bell. He didn’t care if he was late to first period, he was going to talk to her. She pulled into her space and he stepped from behind the car parked next to it. “Good morning.”

She looked startled. “Same to you.” She unstrapped her book bag from the seat. He eased in front of her. “Are you stalking me, Malone?”

“Why did you come by my house on Saturday?”

“I was out for a ride. You own the streets?”

“Why my street?”

She tried to shove past him, but she couldn’t. “Don’t let it go to your head, Malone. You don’t mean anything to me.”

He jammed his hands into the pockets of his jacket. “Sure I do, Lisa. You just haven’t accepted it yet.” He had no idea where he’d gotten the nerve to say such a thing. Chalk it up to being angry.

She rolled her eyes. “Guys are so vain. A cup of coffee and a ride home is not the basis for a lasting relationship. Now excuse me.”

“If you would like to really hear us play, Skeet and I are holding an audition Saturday afternoon in my garage for a drummer—some guy Skeet met at work who thinks he’d like a stab at it.”

“I hope it goes well for you.” She’d walked around to the opposite side.

“Three o’clock,” he added as the last bell sounded and she hurried toward the building.

Lisa was cool to him in Fuller’s class. Nathan didn’t push it. He held out hope that his invitation wouldn’t be ignored. Whether she admitted it or not, there was an undercurrent flowing between them. Like static electricity that snapped at unexpected moments, he could feel it. And he craved it.

On Friday, Fuller collected more of the class’s original papers. When the bell rang Nathan was surprised when Lisa turned in her desk and asked, “Did you submit one of your songs to Fuller?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“They’re private.”

She looked skeptical. “You want some big country singer to sing your songs, but you don’t want someone as good as Fuller to judge them first, is that it? You can’t have it both ways, Malone.”

“They’re not the kind of poetry Fuller would appreciate. Songs need music to make them sound right. You ever read the words to a song, a song you might love when it’s played? It can sound pretty dumb because the words depend on the music to drive them.”

“Coward,” she said, then picked up her books and left.

He cleaned the garage on Saturday, rolled out the piece of carpet he and Skeet used for practice, even vacuumed it, and set up a side table with sodas on ice. Skeet was impressed. “All for an audition with a drummer? He may suck.”

“We should at least look like we’re serious and sort of professional. Okay—semiprofessional,” he amended when Skeet gave him a kooky look.

“What’s next? A tour bus?”

The drummer arrived right on time, a kid named Larry who proceeded to set up his gear and tell Nathan and Skeet how his former band had played a few bar mitzvah parties, some birthday celebrations for socially connected Atlanta debutantes, and a country club before breaking up.

“We’re not into rock,” Nathan explained.

“I can dig it,” Larry said.

Except that he couldn’t. The rhythm of country seemed to totally defeat Larry, and after half an hour, Nathan was ready to throw his drum set out the door. He was edgy too because he kept hoping Lisa would show, and just as he was giving up on the possibility, she rolled into his driveway. His heart leaped and he couldn’t hide a smile.

Lisa wasn’t alone. Her rider was the girl Nathan had seen her with at the football game. Lisa boldly walked into the garage, and the girl followed hesitantly. “Are these auditions open?” Lisa asked.

“To you they are, baby,” Larry called out.

She gave him a look that would have peeled paint and turned toward Nathan. “This is my friend, Jodie Price. She’s a hell of a singer and you should give her a chance.”

Skeet walked over. “We don’t need a singer.”

Jodie pulled on Lisa’s arm. “Let’s go. I told you this was a bad idea.”

Nathan saw the scared look on Jodie’s face and realized that Lisa had strong-armed her into coming. He also felt instantly sorry for the girl because he knew what it was to be an outsider. “Did Lisa tell you we’re country?”

“My favorite,” Jodie said. She was a short girl with a round face, short dark hair and brown eyes. She was heavy, but pretty in her way. She kept fidgeting, and Nathan figured Jodie would rather be anyplace but here.

“We should give her a try,” Nathan told Skeet.

Skeet grimaced, but returned to his keyboard.

“How about some classic Patsy Cline?” Nathan picked up his acoustical guitar. It felt funny to be auditioning people for their band, more their hobby than anything else.

“I know ‘Crazy’ and ‘Sweet Dreams,’ ” Jodie said. “Actually, I know all her songs.”

“Let’s try ‘Crazy.’ ” Nathan looked straight at Lisa.

She ignored his look, walked over to the table, plucked a soda from the cooler and sat on an old folding chair.

Nathan played a few riffs. Skeet picked up the melody, and even Larry managed to come in softly with his snare drum. Jodie stepped up, opened her mouth and sang the words with a magical timbre that sent goose bumps up Nathan’s back. Who knew that such a voice could come out of this shy, plump little girl? Lisa had known.

They stopped and started a few times, but eventually got through the song. When the last note had faded, Lisa jumped up, clapping. “Didn’t I tell you she was good?”

“You’re good,” Nathan told Jodie, who turned red and shuffled her feet.

Skeet came over. “Yes. But we never planned on adding a singer.”

“It’s all right,” Jodie said, dropping her gaze to the floor.

“You should practice some more together,” Lisa interjected. “See what comes of it. What kind of a band are you if you don’t have a singer?”

“Want to try it again next week?” Nathan asked.

Jodie shrugged. “I—I guess so.”

“Give Skeet a way to get hold of you.”

“What about me?” Larry asked.

“Same thing.” He turned to Lisa. “Take a walk with me.”

“Where?”

“Around back.”

He unlatched the high wooden gate and led her down the path to his mother’s eye-popping backyard of winding trails, clusters of trees, shrubs, and flowers, and gurgling koi pond. Many of the leaves were tinged with the colors of autumn. By November, the trees would be dormant and bare.

“Whoa,” Lisa said when they rounded the corner of the house. “Some backyard, Malone.”

“My mother’s hobby.” He kept his eyes on Lisa. “Why did you bring Jodie over here?”

“To sing with your band.”

“Skeet and I just mess around. We don’t have a serious band.”

“You should. You sounded pretty good to me.”

“Jodie would never have done this if you hadn’t dragged her.”

“So? She’s got a great voice. She just needs confidence. Your band can give that to her, and in the bargain, your band will be better. I’m doing you both a favor.”

“Where do you know her from?” He never saw Lisa hang with anyone at school, and Jodie was the type who faded into the woodwork in a school the size of Crestwater.

“She lives in my apartment building. I heard her singing out on the playground one day last summer. She didn’t see me. She was sitting on a swing. The place was empty and she was just singing out loud. I told her I thought she sounded great. She was embarrassed, but once we got to know each other, we became friends. She has talent, and your band’s a good start for her. Not everyone can be on Star Search or American Idol.”

“What do you get out of it, Lisa?” He kept digging for Lisa’s motives, which he figured were present, but he couldn’t grasp what they were. “What exactly do you want?”

She didn’t say anything at first. He kept looking at her, at her violet eyes, at her lips, full and shimmering with gloss. It made his knees weak. “No one can give me what I want, Malone.” She surprised him by looping her arm through his. “Show me around. Where I live we only get flowers planted at the entrance. The place is mostly asphalt, parked cars and a few scraggly trees, watered daily by dogs. I’m telling you, those trees are toxic. No one can go near them.”

Nathan walked with Lisa. He knew the gardens well, since he helped his mother tend them, so he talked about specific plants and apologized for what wasn’t blooming. “You should really come in the spring,” he said. “I’ll bet there are a thousand flowers then.”

She seemed totally into the tour and for once he was glad his mother had taken such pains with the yard. They stopped at the koi pond and Lisa sat on the bench, leaned out over the water and watched the exotic fish come to the surface in a school of fluttering fins.

“They’re beggars,” Nathan said. “We can hand-feed them.”

“Really? Can I?”

“I’ll have to go get some bread from the house.”

“No, that’s okay. Some other day.”

Did that mean she might actually come again? He’d been trying to get her attention and spend more time with her, and all it might have taken was an invitation to feed some fish.

She sat back, closed her eyes and breathed in the air. She was so beautiful that he wanted to kiss her. Of course, she’d probably push him into the pond if he tried. Her eyes opened and focused on the magnificent magnolia tree in the center of the yard. “Big tree.”

“Mom planted it when I was three.”

Lisa studied the beds around the tree, set off by a meandering row of bricks and Spanish tile. “You know, it sort of looks like there was something else there at one time. Before the flower beds and tree.”

“There was.”

“Tell me.”

His heart pounded and his mouth tasted bone-dry. It was the thing his family never spoke about. “We used to have a swimming pool. Mom liked the tiles too much to rip them out.”

“And your parents covered it over? We have a pool at my complex, but it’s toxic too.” She wrinkled her nose. “Too many little kids peeing in it. So why did you all fill yours in with dirt? Too much trouble to take care of? Your mom wanted gardens and trees instead?”

The pounding in Nathan’s ears was almost a roar. He wanted to tell her but wasn’t sure if he should. It was their family business, and besides, it might turn her off, one thing he didn’t want to do. Nathan took a deep breath and stared out across the sun-splashed lawn. “We covered it over because it’s where my sister drowned.”
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“She drowned?”

“When she was six. It was a long time ago.” Nathan felt hot and knew color was seeping up his neck. He should have kept his mouth shut.

Lisa stared at him, a range of emotions he couldn’t decipher playing across her pretty face. He knew she had questions, but he hoped with everything inside of him that she wouldn’t ask any. He’d said too much already. “That’s very sad,” she finally said, and reached over and stroked his hand.

He jerked back, but only because it was so unexpected. “We don’t talk about it,” he said, regretting pulling away from her.

She didn’t seem to be bothered by his rejection. The koi thrashed at the pond’s surface, and Nathan watched Lisa’s reflection undulate in the water. He saw something on her face that he couldn’t describe but that spoke to his heart. Sadness? Understanding? More than anything, he wanted to put his arms around her, hold her close. He could have spent forever next to her, imagining her in his arms with this mysterious thread somehow connecting them.

“Forever” ended abruptly when Skeet crashed through the foliage. “There you guys are! Jodie thought you’d run off and left her.” His pique turned to apology when he looked at their faces. “Sorry, dude.”

Lisa jumped up. “I’ve got to get home too.”

The three of them hurried back to the garage, and Jodie looked relieved when she saw them. Larry was long gone. Dusk had fallen and the driveway was dark. Nathan turned on a light and watched the girls climb onto the Harley. “You sing great, Jodie,” he called out. “Next week again, you hear?”

“I’ll be here,” Jodie said.

“You can come too,” he said to Lisa.

“I’ll bring Jodie, but I can’t stay.” Lisa was back to her cool, elusive self.

A wind had kicked up and Nathan watched them drive off, feeling as cold and scattered as the dry leaves tumbling around his feet.

Lisa eased into the dark apartment. “Mom?” No answer. Then she remembered it was bingo night at the Catholic church. Her mother wasn’t Catholic, but she loved bingo.

“Lisa? Back here,” Charlie called.

She flipped on a lamp, tossed her book bag on the sofa and went down the hall to the apartment’s third bedroom, where Charlie had set up the television, DVD, his recliner and an over-the-hill couch. He muted the TV with the remote control and waved her over. He was freshly showered, his long hair pulled back in a ponytail. He smelled of leather and lime soap. “I made some soup for us,” he said. “It’s on the stove. You hungry?”

“Jodie and I stopped for a burger.”

“How’d her audition go?”

“She wowed them.”

Charlie grinned. “So you were right about them needing her, weren’t you?”

Lisa tugged off her boots, propped her feet on the old scarred coffee table. “They asked her back next week.”

“They any good?”

“They’ve got a ways to go before they can play in public.”

“And the young man?”

“What about him?” She kept seeing Nathan’s face, almost expressionless, when he told her about his drowned sister. Lisa was intensely curious about it, but knew how it felt to have someone pile on questions you didn’t want to answer. Some secrets were best left buried.

“You still like him?”

“I don’t like anybody, Charlie. Not in the way you’re thinking. You know I can’t.”

“That’s all in your head, little girl. You told me you wanted to try out everything, remember? Well, loving somebody is part of the trying-out business.”

“Not for me.” She stared at the figures on TV, characters running around wildly in some movie, looking extremely stupid without a sound track. “Why do you stay, Charlie? Mom’s never here. I’m—well, you know how I am. Why do you waste your time on us?”

“Your mom’s not a strong person, Lisa,” Charlie drawled after a minute of reflection. “Not all her fault,” he added. “Life’s just worn her down. You and me are strong. So we pick up the slack, make it easier for those who aren’t strong. This young man—”

“Nathan Malone,” she said, hating to say his name because a name made a person real. It breathed life into someone who otherwise remained in the shadows.

“This Nathan, is he strong?”

She thought about that, about the way he’d looked at her when she told him to get off her bike that night in the woods, about how he’d cornered her in the parking lot and forced her to listen to him, about the look on his face when he’d told her about his sister. “He doesn’t discourage easily. Yes, he’s strong.”

Charlie leaned back in his recliner. “That’s good, Lisa. ’Cause you’re going to need a strong one.”

The Saturday jam sessions proved to be the highlight of Nathan’s weeks. Not only was their band improving, their sound maturing, but it was also when he could see Lisa without the clutter of the classroom surrounding them. She had proven standoffish, and he’d been unable to connect with her as he had that night in the bookstore or the afternoon by the koi pond. Every day she rushed out of Fuller’s class, offering Nathan a breezy goodbye, acting as if they’d never shared a moment together. On Saturdays, she brought Jodie to Nathan’s garage and either waited for her to finish or left and returned for her later. By November, when the first cold snap hit Atlanta, Nathan was desperate to be alone with her again.

“Keep Jodie and Larry busy,” Nathan instructed Skeet one Saturday before the others arrived.

“How?”

“Figure it out. I want to get Lisa off to myself for a little while.”

“You’ve been making cow eyes at her for a month and she hasn’t taken the hint,” Skeet said. “What makes you think a few minutes alone with her today will make a difference?”

“If I wanted an argument, I’d have asked my mother,” Nathan growled. “She’s out with the twins. Dad’s playing golf. I want a chance to be alone with Lisa. Are you going to help me or not?”

Skeet bowed from the waist. “I’m your servant.”

The practice went well, and as soon as it was over, Skeet stepped up to Jodie. “Hey, can you and Larry take a sec to go over some parts of the last number with me?”

“What about Nathan?” Jodie asked.

“Don’t need him for this.”

Nathan set his guitar aside. “Mom left a plateful of cookies for us in the kitchen.”

Larry whooped. “I love your mother’s cookies!”

“It’s cold out here,” Lisa said. She’d been sitting in an old lawn chair, flipping through a magazine.

“I’ll brew some hot chocolate,” Nathan said.

“That would be good,” Jodie said eagerly.

Nathan turned to Lisa. “Could you help me carry stuff?”

She hesitated, but Jodie gave her a pleading look. “All right,” she said, not sounding happy about it. She followed Nathan indoors.

The kitchen looked spotless, and the smell of chocolate chip cookies spiced the air. Nathan pulled a gallon of milk from the refrigerator and poured some into a pan, rummaged in the pantry for cocoa and sugar, all the while maintaining a stream of conversation. “You were right about Jodie. She’s great. Larry’s talking about getting us a gig or two for the holidays. He has connections from his old days and we think we might give it a try—”

“Nathan, it’s okay. You don’t have to talk me to death. I don’t mind helping you with the food. I don’t mind being alone with you.”

He was glad for the dim light. She couldn’t see how embarrassed her words made him feel. He put the pan of milk on the stove and turned on the gas burner. “Okay, you found me out. I do want to be alone with you.”

“Why?”

“Because you never even look my way at school.”

She crossed her arms. “It’s nothing personal.”

He forced a laugh. “Well, it feels personal. It feels like you think there’s something wrong with me. Like I’m not worth another conversation, or another cup of coffee. Why can’t you stand being alone with me?”

“That isn’t true.”

“Then why can’t we be friends?”

“We are. I found your band a singer, didn’t I?”

“You did that for Jodie. The fact that she helps our band is bonus points. Not all of us are projects for Lisa to manage, you know. What do you get out of it?”

“I—it’s complicated. My life is complicated.”

“How so? Have you got a job?” She shook her head. “Then what? You don’t have curfews. You cut school at will. You don’t hang with anyone. What’s complicated?”

“Why do you care?”

“Because you care. You stand up for me and Skeet to a guy like Roddy. You become an advocate for a girl like Jodie. Your ‘I don’t give a damn’ routine doesn’t hold up with me.”

“I’ll work on it.” She looked shaken, tried to brush past him.

He caught her arm. “Not so fast.” And before he could stop himself, he’d pulled her against his chest and kissed her full and hard on the mouth. She fought him at first, but he didn’t let go, and as the kiss lengthened, it deepened. His blood sang in his head, tore through his veins like wildfire. He raised his hands and cupped her face, pushed his tongue between her lips. She didn’t resist, but put her arms around him and kissed him willingly.

The hiss of milk boiling over on the stove was what finally seeped through Nathan’s consciousness and broke them apart. They stood staring at each other while the milk sizzled and a burning smell singed the air. Nathan’s hands were shaking and his heart was almost jumping from his chest. Lisa’s eyes looked huge and deep. Her breath was ragged and louder than the boiling milk. She stepped backward, turned to the stove and shut off the flame. “It’s a mess,” she mumbled, and he was certain that she wasn’t talking only about the burned milk.

He came up behind her, wanting to touch her, hold her, but she sidestepped him. “Don’t,” she said.

Nathan walked across the floor to the kitchen island. He rested his palms on the cool granite, licked his lips, and tasted her all over again. “I’m not sorry,” he said.

“Nothing’s changed,” she said, sounding stubborn.

Her words wounded him. He’d put himself on the line with that kiss, opened his heart and invited her inside, and now she was pulling back. Again. “Sure it has.” He crossed to the refrigerator. “We have to heat more milk.”

*  *  *

There were only three days of school the following week because of Thanksgiving. Lisa missed the first two and on the third slipped into her seat in Fuller’s class just as the bell rang. Nathan ached with frustration. Had she not come to school simply to avoid him? He’d thought about calling her but kept losing his nerve. Plus, there was no listing for her in the phone book. Better to deal with her face to face. But at the moment, he was staring at her back and Fuller was talking about poets Nathan had no interest in. Lisa lifted her hair and gathered it into a barrette, and Nathan was left to stare at the nape of her beautiful neck. He wanted to put his hands around her neck and shout, Don’t you know you’re making me crazy!

“… poets today have difficulty being heard because poetry has few advocates in today’s world,” Fuller was saying.

Nathan squinted at the base of Lisa’s neck, where a tiny grid of blue dots disappeared into her hairline. Had she started a tattoo and then changed her mind? He’d always wanted one, but never had the courage to get one. His mother would have hit the roof and grounded him for life if he had. But Lisa—well, she apparently could do whatever she wanted.

“… read a nice piece of work to you today.” Fuller’s voice broke through Nathan’s thoughts. “It’s a love poem by one of our own and resonates without being cloying. I thought it quite good. It was written by student seven-oh-five.”

Nathan’s heart seized.
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Nathan heard shoes shuffle, papers rustle. Usually Fuller called out every number except Nathan’s, and he read student 454’s work more often than any other. Nathan slumped low in his desk chair, cut his eyes sideways, wondered if he was wearing a sign announcing, LOOK HERE! I’M STUDENT 705! He sure hoped not. He’d tried for weeks to write well enough to be picked, but his work always came back swimming in red ink. According to Fuller, it lacked originality. It lacked conviction. He scribbled, “You write well, but it feels forced and dry”—whatever that meant. And now today, while Nathan was in total turmoil because of Lisa, Fuller had discovered something worthy to be read aloud. His stomach tightened.

Fuller cleared his throat and began reading Nathan’s work.


“I stand and watch you from afar.

I wish upon you, like a star.

You see me not.

You come.

You go.

Still, I love you better than you know.”



Fuller lowered the paper and a girl on the side of the room said, “That’s just so romantic.”

“Why?” Fuller asked.

Nathan’s ears felt on fire. He slunk lower in his seat. He’d written the poem late one night when he’d been longing for Lisa. The words had come quickly, easily, like water from a faucet. He’d been nuts to turn it in as an assignment.

No one spoke, and Fuller said, “It’s short and to the point. And we like it because it came from the writer’s heart, not his head. And that, my future Writers of America, is where all good writing comes from—a person’s heart. And once you tap into it, your work will come alive. Trust me.”

Nathan left the room slowly that day, not wanting to talk to anyone, especially Lisa, because he was certain he was wearing the poem’s authorship across his face like a billboard. He was suddenly glad about the long holiday weekend. He and Skeet hadn’t scheduled practice either. It meant four days without seeing Lisa. Four days. Ninety-six hours. Five thousand, seven hundred and sixty minutes to distance himself from the confession of his heart, now made public.

*  *  *

On Friday afternoon Skeet came over and asked, “Can I borrow your wheels to go see Jodie?”

Nathan was shooting baskets in the driveway. “Why?”

“I want to see her.”

Nathan stopped mid-dribble, tucked the ball under his arm and stared hard at his friend. “You got something going with Jodie?”

Skeet’s face turned beet red. “We—um—have been talking on our cells and seeing each other at school.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you liked her?”

Skeet shrugged. “I didn’t know how. You’ve had your head up your butt for weeks. I thought you would notice eventually.”

Nathan shook his head, felt apologetic and stupid at the same time. “I should have noticed. Sorry, man.”

“So can I take your car?”

“Jodie lives in the same apartment building as Lisa, doesn’t she?” Skeet nodded. “Give me fifteen to clean up and I’ll drive you over myself.” He tossed the ball into the garage.

“I thought you might,” Skeet said, with a wry grin.

Magnolia Gardens, the apartment complex where Lisa and Jodie lived, was a maze of yellow and brown rundown-looking buildings with a faded red tennis court, sans nets, and a pool long past its prime. Small signs pointed the way to the back. Jodie lived near a yard full of little kids climbing on old playground equipment. Cars were parked everywhere, and Nathan ended up blocking in a car that Skeet said belonged to Jodie’s divorced mother.

Jodie opened her door, and the smile she beamed at Skeet told the story of how she felt about him. Nathan couldn’t believe he’d been so blind and preoccupied not to have seen it before. “Lisa lives in the left front ground-floor apartment through the next stairwell over,” Jodie told him.

Nathan thanked her and beat a quick retreat. A wreath made of fall foliage and orange ribbon hung on the scarred front door of Lisa’s apartment. Nathan wiped his sweating palms on his jeans and rang the bell.

“Can I help you, son?” A man’s voice came from behind Nathan.

Nathan walked back out to the parking lot to where the man was working under the raised hood of an old truck. He wore a ponytail and was dressed in dirty jeans, a sweatshirt and a jacket. “I’m Charlie Terry,” he said, wiping his hands on a soiled rag.

“Nathan Malone.” They shook hands.

“I’m guessing you’re looking for Lisa.”

“I was in the area. Brought my friend to visit Jodie.” The excuse sounded lame even to Nathan’s ears.

“Lisa’s out with her mom doing some Christmas shopping.”

Of course. His mother had taken off early to do the same thing. His father had twins duty.

“They’ve been gone awhile, so I expect they’ll be back soon. If you want to wait around, you can.”

Nathan didn’t have anything else to do. He couldn’t barge in on Skeet and Jodie, and he couldn’t drive off and leave Skeet. “If you don’t mind.”

Charlie smiled. He was tall and well muscled. His skin was deeply tanned and his hands looked like worn leather. His voice, thick as honey, sounded Southern. “You know anything about engines?”

“Just that cars need them to move.”

That made Charlie laugh. “This old heap should be sold for scrap, but I keep hobbling her together. Cheaper than a new one.” He ducked back under the hood.

Nathan leaned in to see a maze of wires, and the smell of oil assailed him. “What’s wrong?”

“I think it’s the alternator.” When Nathan said nothing, Charlie added, “It sends electrical current to the battery. If the alternator doesn’t work, the car won’t start.”

“I thought the battery had the electricity.”

Charlie cocked his head and grinned. “You really don’t know much about cars.”

“Or girls either,” Nathan said before thinking.

Charlie laughed, straightened. “Women are a mystery, all right. Even Shakespeare thought so.” Then he proceeded to quote several passages about women from different Shakespearean plays. Nathan recognized only a few, but Charlie’s rich voice made each line sound heavy with meaning. Charlie finished with, “ ‘Who ever loved, that loved not at first sight?’ That’s from As You Like It. ”

Was Charlie making fun of him? Had he figured out how much Nathan cared about Lisa? And how little Lisa cared about him? “There’s been a few songs written about it too,” Nathan said. “I guess no one can figure them out.”

Charlie looked amused. “Not that we don’t keep trying.” He worked with the wires, attaching several to a black gizmo. “Now, hooking up an alternator, this makes sense. Machines are fixable and they’re logical too.” Finally he said, “Get in and turn the key. Let’s see if I’ve done this right.”

Nathan scooted across the torn bench seat and turned the key. The engine sputtered, then came alive. He hopped out. “That’s pretty cool.”

“What—making a truck start? A monkey could do it if you showed him how.”

“They say a monkey could write a novel if you leave him at it long enough. That doesn’t mean the novel will be any good.”

Charlie slapped Nathan’s shoulder. “Right again.”

Nathan felt pleased that Charlie seemed to approve of him, because he knew that even though the man wasn’t Lisa’s father, Lisa thought a great deal of him. Nathan poked his head under the hood of Charlie’s truck and was studying the perplexing engine when Lisa’s voice asked, “What are you doing here, Malone?”

Nathan jumped and banged his head on the edge of the raised hood. He saw stars.

“Now look what you’ve done,” Charlie said. “He’s bleeding.”

Nathan reached up. His hair felt sticky, and when he looked at his hand, he saw blood.

“Are you all right?” Lisa looked anxious.

“I—I think so. Do you have a twin sister? I see two of you.”

Charlie chuckled. “Take him inside and fix him up, girl.”

Once inside the apartment, Lisa sat Nathan on a chair in the small dining area and clamped a folded paper towel onto his head wound. “I’ll be right back.”

He waited, looking the place over. It was sparsely furnished, with few decorations on the walls. The apartment looked lived in, but not homey. The front door opened and a woman entered carrying several department store sacks. “You okay? Charlie told me what happened. I’m Jill Lindstrom, Lisa’s mother.” She was an older version of Lisa, except that her hair was bleached blond with dark roots showing.

“I’m all right,” he said.

“Let me see.” She lifted the paper towel. “Scalp cuts bleed something fierce, but I don’t think it’s too deep.”

Lisa returned with a damp cloth and antiseptic cream. The two women hovered over Nathan, making him feel nervous and embarrassed. A little cut didn’t warrant so much attention. After a few minutes they were finished, and Nathan said, “Thanks.”

Jill sized him up. “So you go to school with Lisa.”

It was more a statement than a question, but Nathan said, “Yes, ma’am. I’m Nathan.”

“ ‘Ma’am?’ ” She looked amused. “Don’t call me ma’am, makes me feel old.”

Nathan colored. He’d been raised to say yes, sir and yes, ma’am. “I—I didn’t mean—”

Jill squeezed his arm. “Why, aren’t you the cutest thing! You’re blushing.” She turned to Lisa. “Hang on to him, honey. Gentlemen are hard to come by.”

“Mother!”

“Well, he is cute,” Jill insisted. “He’s adorable. And just look at those eyelashes. Boys shouldn’t have eyelashes that long. It’s not fair.”

Lisa shot her mother a threatening look. “Don’t you have something to do, Mom?”

Jill smiled brightly. “Reckon I can put away the things we bought.” She went over and picked up the sacks. “Now, you come back any time you want, Nathan. Any friend of Lisa’s is always welcome here.” She breezed down the hall.

Lisa waited until a door shut, then turned to Nathan. “You sure you’re all right?”

He saw that she was flustered and he pressed his advantage. “Maybe I should come over tomorrow for a checkup.”

“Don’t push it, Malone.”

He caught her wrist. “Why do you always call me by my last name?”

“First names are too personal.”

“I’ve heard you call others by their first names. Why be personal with them and not me?”

“You ask too many questions.”

He eased her onto his lap, felt her tense up. “I’m not going to bite, Lisa.”

“Why are you here anyway?”

He explained about Skeet and Jodie. “Did you know they liked each other?”

“Sure. Didn’t you?”

“I was clueless.” He rested his hand against the small of her back, felt the warmth of her skin through her clothing. “Did you plan for them to hit it off?”

“No one can plan those kinds of things. But I was hoping they’d like each other. And now they do.”

“So why them and not us?”

She stiffened and her eyes looked shuttered. “There is no us, Malone.”

“There could be.” He got an idea, lifted her up and stood. “Tell you what. Come home with me today. My mother’s one of those Christmas freaks who has to put up a tree right after Thanksgiving. We’ll be decorating it tonight. You can help.” She started to shake her head, but he caught her face between his palms and kissed her lightly. “I’m your patient, remember? You need to keep an eye on me, see to it that I don’t slip into a coma from this nasty head wound I suffered while trying to help fix Charlie’s truck. It’s the least you can do, Lisa.”
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“Tell me, Lisa, have you chosen a college yet?” Nathan’s mother asked at dinner that night. His parents had been surprised when he had shown up with Lisa and announced that she was staying for dinner and the tree-decorating ritual. He’d never brought a girl home for dinner before, plus they’d always done tree trimming only as a family. Karen had eyed Lisa like an interloper and even flashed Nathan a few questioning looks that he ignored.

“Not yet,” Lisa said. “I’m not planning on going to college.”

Nathan glanced at his mother, knowing that Lisa had uttered heresy. Her answer had surprised him too, though.

“Nathan’s going to college,” Karen declared.

“He should,” Lisa said. “He’s smart.”

“Lisa’s smart too,” Nathan said, feeling a need to defend her.

“So what will you do in lieu of college?” Karen asked. The twins, in matching high chairs beside the table, sucked on matching pacifiers. At four months, neither could sit up on her own, but the chairs had a semi-reclining position, and the two together in matching reindeer outfits looked adorable.

“I stopped making plans years ago.”

Nathan wondered what she meant by that.

Just then Abby dropped her pacifier and let out a wail. Lisa bent and retrieved the thing. “I’ll go rinse it off.”

“I’ll do it.” Karen took the pacifier.

The moment she left the dining room, Nathan’s father said, “It’s okay if you don’t want to go to college. It’s not a capital offense.”

“My mother already has the twins enrolled,” Nathan added, irritated by his mother’s third degree.

Karen swept back into the room. “What about your parents? What do they want you to do?”

“They pretty much let me do what I want.”

Karen looked shocked. “Really?”

“It’s a long story.”

Nathan watched Lisa withdraw. She wasn’t going to say anything that revealed more than she wanted. Lisa had walls around her that no one breached. He willed his mother to change the subject.

Karen apparently got his mental message because she said to his father, “Did you get the tree set up?”

He and Nathan had wrestled the overly large fir into its tree stand earlier. “It’s standing. But I still need to put the lights on it.”

“And I need to get the girls in bed.”

Lisa slid her chair away from the table. “How about if Nathan and I clean up?”

“Thank you.” Karen’s voice was crisp.

Alone in the kitchen with Lisa, Nathan said, “I’d like to hear your long story someday.”

Lisa looked over at the refrigerator at Molly’s drawing hanging dead center. “And I’d like to hear yours.”

Nathan glanced at the artwork. It had hung there for so long, he sometimes failed to see it. “Not much to tell. I was three when it happened. Molly was six. She sneaked out of the house during naptime and drowned in the pool. I don’t really remember much about it at all.”

“Do you remember Molly?”

He shrugged. “Sometimes I think I do. But I get the images all mixed up with the photos Mom keeps of her in our photo albums. So I can’t really say for sure that I remember her. But that’s okay, because Mom never lets any of us forget her.”

Lisa reached over and removed a glass that Nathan was holding. “You were squeezing it so tight, I thought you might break it,” she explained quietly.

“I guess you’ve seen enough of my blood for one day, huh?”

“After we finish here, can I see your room?” she asked, changing the subject.

Nathan took her all over the house, room by room. She asked questions, and he wondered what she thought of his lifestyle, different from hers. He wondered too what did matter to her. She seemed more relaxed than ever, smitten with the twins, and not intimidated by his parents. The girl was a puzzle and a surprise, all in one package.

They ended up in the basement, right outside the door of what had been his classroom for so many years. She asked, “Do you miss being homeschooled?”

“No.”

“But you’re not crazy about Crestwater either.”

“I don’t feel like I fit either place. This is too isolated. The other, too fragmented. I’m not sure my mom did me any favors.”

“My mother couldn’t have done it for me. Charlie could have, but he had to work to pay the bills. Besides, he never graduated from high school.”

“You’re kidding. He was quoting Shakespeare to me.”

Lisa smiled. “I never said he wasn’t educated. He reads all the time. He’s the smartest man I know. Maybe even smarter than Fuller. He took courses at a college but he says he screwed some things up. I don’t know the story, but he likes working with his hands outdoors, and he’s been good to us. He understands life can give you a bad hand.”

“How long has he—” Nathan faltered. This wasn’t any of his business.

“Lived with us?” Lisa didn’t appear offended. “He moved in when I was nine, and he’s been with us ever since.”

He wanted to ask about her real father but didn’t have the guts. Besides, what did it matter? Charlie was the dad in her life, and that was what counted.

“We’re ready to trim the tree,” Nathan’s father called from the top of the basement stairs.

Upstairs, Nathan’s mother had set out a tray of hot chocolate and warm cookies and a large bowl of popcorn. A fire crackled in the fireplace, and boxes of beautiful decorations flanked the tree, now aglow with ribbons of tiny white lights. Christmas carols played on the audio system.

Karen stayed busy decorating the mantel with pine branches, silk magnolias, candles and a platoon of glass and china angels. Craig sat on the floor, gobbling cookies and untangling light strings for the stair banister.

“Your house looks like a still-life painting,” Lisa whispered to Nathan. They stood together trimming the tree. “You do this every year?”

“For as long as I can remember. Don’t you put up a tree every year?”

“Sure. Just not like this.”

She didn’t elaborate, and he was left to wonder what her Christmases had been like.

From one of the boxes, Lisa picked out an obviously homemade ornament—a Styrofoam ball thick with flaking gold glitter. “Your craft project?”

Before Nathan could say a word, his mother yelled, “Don’t drop that!” She rushed across the room, seizing the ball from Lisa’s hands and cradling it tenderly in her own.

“I—I’m sorry,” Lisa stammered.

Karen looked flustered. “I didn’t mean to yell. It’s just that this one has special meaning for me. I-it was made by someone special.” She hung it reverently on the highest branch she could reach.

Lisa sidled Nathan a look of understanding, then offered, “If you really want to preserve it, maybe you should buy one of those special cases used for showing off baseballs. They can be sealed airtight, and that will really keep the ornament from falling apart. And I noticed a drawing on your refrigerator. It can be laminated, and that will keep it from falling apart too.”

Nathan saw by his mother’s expression that she had never thought of these things. She was stuck in a time warp about Molly and couldn’t see the obvious. “Good ideas,” he said. “Don’t you think so, Mom?”

“Yes,” Karen said stiffly. “I’ll look into your suggestions.”

When the tree was fully decorated, they stood around it, admired it, and sipped hot chocolate. Nathan had hoped to have Lisa stay and watch a movie with him, but once the tree was complete, she asked him to drive her home. “It was nice to meet you,” Karen told Lisa, but her voice held none of the warmth Lisa’s mother’s had held when she first met Nathan.

He drove her home, nervous about saying good night because he wanted to kiss her in the worst way. He pulled in next to Charlie’s truck, but before he could turn off his engine, she jumped out of the car. “I had a good time.”

“Hey, wait up. I’ll go with you.”

“No. I think Charlie and Mom are asleep,” she said, leaning into the passenger window. “I’ll see you in school on Monday.”

Confused, and burning with desire, Nathan watched her hurry up the walk. He just couldn’t figure her out. They’d had a good time together. She wasn’t one bit put off by his mother. Lisa’s own family seemed nice enough, if unconventional, so he didn’t think they were the problem. So what was it? What made Lisa run?

I stand and watch you from afar. I wish upon you, like a star.… The words of his own poem returned, and with it, all the confused longing he’d felt the night he’d first written it. “Still, I love you better than you know,” he said aloud, and swore to himself he would get inside her heart. Somehow.

“Did you have a good time?” Lisa’s mother asked when Lisa let herself into the apartment. She was sitting on the worn sofa, scratching off silver finishes from a stack of lottery tickets.

“Mom, why do you waste your money this way?”

“Simple—if I don’t play, I can’t win. When I strike it rich, you and Charlie both will be eating your words. Now tell me about your dinner at Nathan’s.”

“I had a great time.”

“Well, he’s cute as can be and he sure seems nice.”

“He is nice.”

“And his family?”

“They’re nice too, although I don’t think his mother likes me.”

Jill sank against the sofa. “That’s crazy. Why wouldn’t she like you?”

“Just a feeling.”

“Have you—” Jill faltered. “You know … said anything to him yet?”

“I’m not going to do that.”

“I don’t get why you’re so secretive. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Mom, please don’t lecture me. You all agreed to let me play by my own rules.”

“Yes, but—”

Just then Charlie came into the room. “Let her be, Jill. She knows what she wants.”

Jill’s expression turned sour, and she scraped furiously at another ticket.

Charlie handed Lisa a piece of paper. “Your call came Wednesday. I didn’t tell you until now because I wanted you to have a good holiday. You’re set up for two-thirty, five days a week.”

“Two-thirty! But that means I’ll have to leave school at one-thirty, and for weeks I’ll miss half of the only class I really like.”

“Your teacher will understand. If you have a problem, I’ll speak to him.”

“Fuller knows already.” Lisa struggled against the lump in her throat. “I—I just thought I’d have more time to be normal.”

Charlie squeezed her shoulder. “I’m sorry, baby girl.”

Lisa fought back tears, pushed past him, and went to her room. She didn’t want to cry. Not over something no amount of tears could ever change.
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Fuller never looked up from his lecture notes the first day that Lisa walked out of his class a half hour early. All eyes in the room watched her, including Nathan’s, and although Lisa had been polite to him in the halls, she acted as if Friday night had never happened. Every time he looked at the Christmas tree, he saw her carefully hanging ornaments and smiling at him. She’d had a good time, he was sure of it; but now she had returned to her cool, elusive self. She was still a dream he chased.

On Friday, he caught up with Jodie and Skeet holding hands in the hallway and asked Jodie if she knew what was going on with Lisa.

“She doesn’t confide in me,” Jodie told him, her expression sympathetic.

“I thought you were friends.”

“We are, up to a point. She’s nice to me, but she keeps to herself. Sorry, Nathan.”

“Will she bring you to practice tomorrow?”

“My mom’s dropping me. She doesn’t have to work this Saturday, and she wants to hear me sing. She won’t stay long. That’s all right, isn’t it?”

“Sure. Yeah. Whatever.” Nathan’s pent-up frustration almost got the best of him. “Sooner or later I’m going to figure it out,” he said stubbornly.

“I hope you do,” Jodie said. “And when you do, will you tell us? I can’t figure Lisa out either.”

The Saturday practice went well, although Nathan’s heart wasn’t in it. He missed Lisa’s presence and kept wondering where she was and what she was doing. And who she might be doing it with. That line of thinking had come about because of his mother’s questioning. The minute Nathan had appeared in the kitchen to grab breakfast, Karen had asked, “So, is Lisa coming by today?”

“I don’t know.” He stubbornly held out hope that she might stop by, since she knew they would be rehearsing.

“If she comes, will she be riding that motorcycle?”

“It’s how she gets around, Mom.” Of course, his mother had noticed Lisa in the garage on Saturdays, but she’d not connected Nathan’s feelings for the girl until he’d brought her home for dinner, so now her motorcycle was an issue.

“I think motorcycles are very dangerous. It’s a wonder her parents let her have one.”

“Does this mean Abby and Audrey won’t be getting matching cycles when they’re sixteen?”

“Don’t be impertinent.”

“Well, don’t rag on Lisa.” He hunkered over his cereal bowl, willing his mother to let him eat in peace.

“Do you like this girl, Nathan?”

“I like her.”

“As a girlfriend?”

“A guy can dream.”

His mother looked exasperated. “I can’t believe she’s your type. There are so many nice girls out there.”

He dropped his spoon with a clank into his now empty bowl. “What’s my type, Mom? Have you already picked out the perfect girl for me?”

“Well, no … it’s just that Lisa seems so …” She searched for words, and Nathan felt his blood pressure going up. “Well, so much more mature than other high school girls I’ve met.”

“I’m seventeen! I know what I like, and it’s not some Barbie type.”

“It’s not about your ages,” Karen added hastily. “It’s an attitude. A disposition. I don’t know how to describe it.”

“Well, then please don’t.” He stood, then dumped his bowl and utensils in the dishwasher.

“Nathan, I’m not your enemy.”

He grimaced.

“I care about you. The wrong girl at this time in your life could be disastrous. Lisa’s pretty and she’s sophisticated. Just because you two may be the same age, and in the same grade in high school, doesn’t mean she’s on the same wavelength as you. Why, she’s probably dating much older boys. I—I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

He exited the kitchen with his mother’s words running around in his brain, and now, hours later, the words were still wedged there. Hadn’t Skeet told him months ago that Lisa went out with college guys? Hadn’t he known her reputation all along? Why would she even give a second look at a dork like Nathan? Yet the kiss he’d taken from her hounded him. She’d returned his kiss. Their mouths had fairly sizzled with it. And she’d treated him with a kind of tenderness that defied her hard-boiled image.

“Hey, Nate! You listening?” Skeet’s voice jarred him out of his mind game.

Startled, Nathan looked up, somewhat surprised that he still was standing in his garage. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “Tell me again.”

“Larry has gotten us an audition at the VFW in Doraville, for a Christmas party. You think we’re ready to tackle a whole evening of music for a live audience?”

Nathan looked from face to face of his band. Each looked excited, expectant, waiting for him to decide. A dance party for old codgers wasn’t exactly the Grand Ole Opry.

“It pays,” Larry said. “Not a fortune, but money’s money.”

“It’s a place to start,” Jodie offered.

“And the crowd may be hard of hearing, which couldn’t hurt,” Skeet joked.

Nathan shrugged. “Why not? Set it up.”

Skeet, Larry and Jodie passed around high fives. “I’ve already given them an audition tape,” Larry said. “That’s why they asked us. They’ll be printing up letters for the membership and want to know what we call ourselves. Any suggestions? We’ve got to have a name.”

After a few minutes of reflection, Nathan said, “How about The Heartbreakers?”

The others tested it aloud. “Works for me,” Skeet said, throwing his arm around Jodie. “We can always change it later if we want.”

Nathan agreed.

Nathan was never certain when the idea to follow Lisa came to him. It just did. He rejected it at first. Juvenile. Stupid. Boneheaded. But another week of watching Lisa pick up and leave class early set him on the path to see what was going on with her for himself. He chose Friday as the day to do it, skipping Fuller’s class altogether and waiting in the parking lot for her to emerge from the school building and climb onto her cycle. He’d never ditched a day of school in his life—mostly because homeschooling gave him plenty of freedom and he’d never needed to—but things were different now.

He sat hunched behind the wheel of his car and only straightened a little when Lisa appeared half a parking lot away. She snapped on her helmet, took off with a roar. He eased his car out of the lot and onto the street, careful to stay well behind her and keeping traffic in between. “You’re pathetic, Malone,” he said out loud, annoyed that he’d been reduced to a common sneak, but he didn’t turn back.

He watched her pink helmet bob as she wove in and out of moving cars. She turned into a large parking garage and he crept inside once she was well out of sight. He’d been concentrating so hard on keeping up with her that he didn’t know exactly where he was—just near some large buildings. To be safe, he drove up to the uppermost level and found a space. He looked around. The place was totally generic, with no signs to indicate anything except floor level and section. Cautiously he emerged from his car, crossed to a bank of elevators. He rode down with a group of strangers, stepped out when they did and was surprised to see himself inside a hospital lobby.

Lisa went to a hospital every day? That didn’t make sense. The place looked mammoth. The atrium soared above him, and sunlight pouring through skylights turned the area yellow gold. A giant decorated Christmas tree filled up one corner of the lobby near a gift boutique.

“May I help you, young man? You look lost.”

He turned to see an information desk and an elderly woman dressed in a pink uniform. “I—I’m not sure,” he said, walking over.

“Are you here to see a particular doctor? Perhaps have testing done?”

“I—um—was supposed to meet a friend here, but I can’t remember where she said to meet her.” The lies were falling easily off his tongue, so Nathan forged ahead.

“Well, if the person’s come for day surgery—”

“No. I don’t think so. She comes every day, though.”

The woman looked thoughtful. “Perhaps chemotherapy. Or maybe dialysis. But that’s usually every other day. Radiation is a possibility. How long has she been coming?”

Every word fell like hammer blows on Nathan’s heart. He backpedaled. “You know, I passed her car in the parking garage. I’ll just wait for her there.”

The woman smiled, gave her attention to another man who had stepped up to her desk.

Nathan retreated to the garage, his heart pounding. Was Lisa sick? He thought about it. She didn’t look sick. She never acted sick. Why would she come here every day? A job? He could handle that. He’d known a girl who was a teen volunteer at a hospital. She had wanted to be a doctor. But why would Lisa be so secretive about a volunteer job?

There had to be an explanation. Maybe she was seeing a psychiatrist. That would be ironic, because he was the one acting nuts! And people didn’t see shrinks every day, if he remembered correctly. All at once, he was out of conjectures. He would have to find her cycle in the huge garage, wait for her, and confront her. Humiliating as it would be, asking her was the only way to really know.

A big black cycle with a painted red heart was easier to spot than a specific car, and Nathan found her Harley two floors below where he had parked. He wished he’d worn his watch, but he hadn’t, so he wasn’t sure how long he waited, but eventually, he heard the click of boot heels on concrete coming closer.

He was leaning against the concrete wall in front of her cycle when she saw him. She blinked, confused over seeing him out of context.

He stepped forward. “Hi, Lisa.”

“How did you—”

His cheeks flamed red. Suddenly, revelation seemed to wash over her. “Did you follow me?”

“Yes,” he said softly. “I have to know why you leave school early and come here every day.”

Impulsively, she swore at him, adding hotly, “Who do you think you are? What gives you the right to follow me?”

“I took the right.” Nathan stepped closer until he was almost nose to nose with her. “I took it because … because, you see … I love you.”
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His confession sounded so anguished, his expression looked so vulnerable, that Lisa was reminded of the glass angels on his fireplace mantel. With the right well-chosen words, she could break him, and now was the time to do it if she was ever going to be free of him. Except … Emotion clogged her throat, moisture filmed her vision, blurring his face, turning his features shimmery. She whispered, “That makes no sense. You hardly know me.”

Nathan watched Lisa’s eyes fill with tears. He touched her cheek, fully expecting her to shove him backward. He wasn’t sorry for what he’d said. He did love her. “It’s not about knowing, Lisa. It’s about feeling. Believe me, I wish I didn’t feel the way I do about you. I think about you all the time—first thing in the morning. Last thing at night.”

She seemed to crumble from the inside out. Her shoulders heaved and he took her slowly into his arms, pressed his cheek against her thick dark hair, let her cry hard and long. If he could have stretched the minutes into eternity, he would have; he wished they could be someplace else, anywhere other than a cold, lonely hospital parking garage. Cars circled past them, but no one seemed to notice them. Nathan was glad for that.

When her sobs lessened, Nathan stroked her hair, lifted her chin. She was beginning to shiver from the cold, and her whole body trembled.

“Don’t look at me,” she said. “Crying makes me look awful.”

“Not to me.” He had no tissue to offer her. “My car’s up a couple of floors. Let me take you someplace warmer. Want some coffee?”

“My ride …,” she said, looking at her cycle.

“I’ll bring you back for it.”

He was amazed when she didn’t argue. He took her to his car, got her tucked inside, turned on the heater full blast and slowly wound his way down to the street level. There he got his bearings, drove to the closest coffee shop and walked her inside. The shop had an empty sofa in a corner, so he settled her there, bought them both steaming cups of fresh coffee and sat next to her so that he was touching her. “Talk to me,” he said.

Her hands were icy cold, and she warmed them around the cup. He wanted explanations, and she was loathe to give them. Her opportunity to cut and run had passed and she knew it. “I’ll tell you everything.” Her voice held the raspy sound of weeping. “Just not right now. I—I need some time to pull it all together in my head.”

He was disappointed, but he sensed a change in her, a difference that he hoped wouldn’t disappear. He told himself to be patient. “Tell me when and where,” he said.

“Come to my apartment later. Mom’s playing bingo tonight and Charlie will be out with some of his friends.”

“What time?”

“After seven.”

“And you promise to be there?”

“I’ll be there.”

“And you’ll let me in?”

A tiny smile crept into her heart over his distrust. She knew he was already in. “I’ll let you in.”

Nathan was cheerful at dinner that night, making conversation without his parents’ having to pry things out of him. He offered snippets from his day, omitting his ditching adventure without even a qualm of conscience. All he could focus on was getting out of the house and going to be with Lisa. He cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher quickly, and as soon as his mother reappeared from bathing the twins, he announced that he and Skeet were headed to the mall and a movie.

He had been on rocky ground with his mother for a week, their discussion about Lisa standing like a wall between them. Nathan was glad she didn’t give him her usual third degree when he went out—he could recite her line of questions from memory—and he was grateful for the break. He was also grateful that his father had been working long hours at his office and hadn’t been sucked into the mother-son conflict.

Nathan drove to Lisa’s, parked in front of her building, went to her door and knocked. He felt great relief when she opened the door.

“I made us popcorn,” she said. “You want a cola?”

He did. The place was lit by two lamps, and from the back hall he heard the television. “Um—how are you feeling?”

She gave him a funny look. “I feel fine, Malone.”

For a minute he thought she might have reverted to her old ways. “Me too,” he said.

That made her smile. “Want to see my room?”

“Seems fair. I showed you mine.”

Lisa’s room was especially large, with a bathroom on one end and a wall of closet doors on the other. He realized it was really the apartment’s master bedroom, which made him wonder why she’d gotten it instead of her mother and Charlie. “Nice,” he said, panning the room, taking in everything at once.

His gaze rested on the room’s focal point, a photographic mural of treetops filled with fiery red blossoms. It ran the length of the room’s longest wall, across from a quilt-covered queen-size bed, which was under a window and heaped with decorative pillows. There was a desk, no computer, floor pillows, and a short bookcase stuffed with books and CDs. He walked to the mural, touched the paper and its crimson flowers. “Looks real.”

“It’s the tops of royal poincianas—flame trees,” Lisa said from behind him. “When we lived in Miami, there was one in our backyard, and every spring it put out these incredible red-orange flowers. I loved it. I used to have tea parties under it. The tree’s leaves are very tiny, so when I stood under it and there was any kind of breeze, the shadow patterns looked like lace on my skin, and I felt like a princess. The branches grow up really high and form a canopy, like an umbrella. When I was a kid, I thought it would one day touch the sky, and then I planned to climb up it and touch the sky too.” Lisa ran her palm along the mural, caressing the paper flowers as she talked.

“It’s a pretty tree,” he said, more fascinated by Lisa’s descriptions and revelations than by the mural. “I’ve never seen one before.”

“They don’t grow this far north. I wish they did.” She cast a longing look at the photograph.

Nathan didn’t get her attachment, but then he didn’t understand his mother’s obsessive interest in their backyard either. “I’ve got to admit, it’s kind of a different look for a bedroom.”

“What did you expect to see? Posters of rock stars?”

“I’ve learned not to have expectations when it comes to you, Lisa.”

She arched an eyebrow, thrust the bowl of popcorn at him. He took a handful, went to her bed and began to sort through pillows. “Quite a collection.” They were in all sizes and shapes. Some looked like animals, others were richly decorated with tassels, braids and beads. One was shaped and decorated like a motorcycle.

“My mother gives them to me. She likes to shop and add to my stash. I don’t know what I’m going to do with all of them when I—”

She stopped so abruptly, Nathan was caught off guard. Her face looked flushed. “When you what?”

“Leave. You know, move on.”

He wasn’t sure that was what she’d meant to say.

“Give them away, I suppose,” she said.

“Talk to me, Lisa.” Nathan was growing impatient for her to move into the real reason he’d come over.

She tossed him a floor pillow and settled cross-legged onto another, then put the popcorn bowl between them. She looked nervous, not at all like her usual in-control self. “What do you want to know?”

“Duh. The hospital.”

“It’s a boring story.”

“I’ve got all night.”

“What, no curfew?”

“You’re procrastinating.”

“Yes, I am. On purpose. It’s something I hate to talk about.”

He sat perfectly still, watching the light play on her hair and cheekbones. He wanted to lay her down and kiss her.

“When I was eleven, almost twelve, I started having bad headaches. I began seeing double, staggering and falling down for no reason. We lived in Miami then. Me and Mom and Charlie.” She stared over Nathan’s head as she spoke.

“Your real dad?”

“Not part of the picture. He was long gone.”

“Go on.”

“We had a little house in North Miami. There was a yard and my tree. I had school and friends.”

“And headaches,” Nathan said, reminding her of the original tack.

“I was put in a hospital. I had all kinds of tests—lots of needles and big scary-looking machines aimed at me. God, I hated it so much.” She shuddered. “In the end, they told us I had a brain stem glioma.” She paused. “Glioma. It’s a pretty word, don’t you think?”

His heart pounded with increasing dread. “If you say so.”

“But it’s not a pretty thing, Malone. No, glioma isn’t pretty at all.” She looked at the mural of the trees. “It’s a kind of brain tumor. Most are malignant, and so was mine. It was growing in my upper cerebellum.” She clamped a hand to the base of her neck. “You remember what the cerebellum does from biology class, don’t you?”

He tried to nod.

“Refresher course.” She held up a finger. “It coordinates body movements and lies next to the brain stem, which controls breathing and heartbeats and swallowing. My little glioma cells were slow growing—a good thing, but also very stubborn … as in hard to kill.” She plucked at the fringe on her floor pillow while she talked. “They couldn’t do surgery: the tumor was too close to the brain stem. Chemo doesn’t affect the type of cancer I had. That left radiation. So, they mapped out a field on my neck, marked it with small permanent blue dots.”

She lifted her hair, turned so that he could see the dots. He’d seen them before and recalled thinking they might have been part of a tattoo she’d decided against. Now he saw that they were laid out in a grid pattern, and more marks had been added. Her hair had been cut too, shaved up the back of her neck and into the base of her skull. The outer layer of hair had been left alone, and it covered the marks and the shaved area when it hung loose. He wanted to touch her neck, trace his fingers along the path. “I see them.”

She let go and her hair fell like a curtain over the telltale grid. “I went for treatments five days a week, for many weeks. Radiation doesn’t hurt; it makes you tired, though. I was pretty scared. I had to lie really still with this monster machine aimed at my neck and the grid. The room had a large glass window and I could see my radiologist, Dr. Glickman, and Charlie from the table. Charlie called the machine a zapper because it was going to zap and destroy the bad cells. He said it was like a video game, and I understood that because he and I would play Nintendo for hours and every time either of us made a kill, Charlie said that was just like the radiation treatments killing my cancer cells.”

“It must have worked,” Nathan said. “You’re here.”

“It worked. To a degree. They never said I would be cured. Just that the best we could hope for was halting the growth for a time. Most people with brain cancer live two to five years after treatments, if they’re lucky. I’ve made it six.”

Nathan’s heart was pounding so hard, he thought it would pop from his chest. He tasted bile. “Meaning?”

“It’s growing again.”
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Nathan was reeling. Lisa had a brain tumor. The look on her face was open and guileless, her violet eyes, clear and pure. How could such a terrible thing be happening to someone so young and beautiful? “What are the doctors doing for you now?”

“Radiation again. I go five days a week.”

That explained her leaving school early and the hospital visits. “Haven’t they figured out some other way to treat this thing by now?”

“Not yet.”

Her answer upset him. What had medical science been doing for all this time? What about all the cancer research he’d heard about, even read about? Why couldn’t any of it help Lisa? “What about in other cities? Other countries?”

“Atlanta has a renowned cancer treatment center. Some of the best doctors in the world are here.”

“And they still only use radiation?”

“I won’t do experimental treatments.”

“But why not? If it will help?”

“I don’t know if they will help. Most don’t, according to research. Gliomas are … well, just a bitch to deal with. And … and it’s not the way I want to spend what’s left of my life, hopping from one experiment to another. In and out of hospitals. Feeling like crap.” She smiled ruefully. “I’d rather live like I was dying, not die without ever living.”

“And your mom and Charlie are letting you do this?” Nathan couldn’t believe what he was hearing. His mother would have tied him down and made him try every medical hope out there if the same thing were happening to him.

“I’m eighteen, Malone. I can do what I want. And they let me have control. I don’t have to finish high school, you know. It’s kind of silly in a way. But I want to graduate. For some dumb reason, I really do.”

Subdued, he asked, “Is the radiation working? Is the tumor shrinking like last time?”

“Too soon to tell.”

“But it probably will. I mean, the radiation worked before.”

She tossed a kernel of popcorn at him. “Hey, Malone, don’t freak out on me. It is what it is.”

He jumped up, started pacing. “Well, it sucks! Big-time.” Lisa stood up too. “Now listen to me. There are some rules for you that go along with this information I just dumped on you.”

“What rules?”

“You can’t tell anyone about this. Not Skeet, not anyone. You hear me?”

“Why?”

“Because I won’t have that whole school staring at me and whispering about me every time I walk down the hall.”

“But—”

“Would you want Roddy and his little friends making fun of you?”

“They wouldn’t—”

“Oh please! Grow up. I went through it before. At my other school, kids acted like I had the plague. Half the middle school wouldn’t come near me. Some even did gimp imitations … you know, dragging their leg and scrunching up their faces like a Frankenstein monster.”

“They made fun of you? That’s sick.”

“The shrink I saw at the time said—and now I’m quoting: ‘It’s how they cope with their own fears about getting cancer themselves.’ So what? It didn’t make it hurt any less.”

“But this is high school. Don’t you think people might have matured by now?”

She crossed her arms. “Do you? Some of the ‘mature ones’ make oinking sounds whenever Jodie walks past. You saw for yourself how they go after Skeet for no known reason. I don’t want them to know one thing about me. You got that?”

Of course, he understood, but he still couldn’t get over it. Apparently homeschooling had shielded him from a lot of things. “So no one but me knows about you?”

“Fuller knows.”

Nathan said, “And Charlie and your mother.”

“They’ve lived with it for a long time. I’m almost glad the waiting is over. It was like waiting for the other shoe to fall because—” Her voice caught and she looked away. His heart squeezed, but he waited for her to finish. “Because we always knew it would come back. And now it has.”

It explained a lot to Nathan. Her recklessness and in-your-face attitude. Her disdain of school cliques and rules she didn’t like. Her refusal to let anyone get close to her. Lisa had chosen not to care because it protected her from hurtful things she thought were far worse than cancer. Nathan got something else too. By allowing Lisa to handle what was happening to her, and by giving her the freedom to come and go as she pleased, her mother and Charlie kept her with them. “I’ll keep your secret,” he said.

“I mean it. If this gets out, I’ll leave this place so fast …” She let the implications sink in.

Nathan moved closer, so close he could feel the heat from her body. “What I said earlier, about loving you … this doesn’t change anything.”

She looked incredulous. “I have cancer, Malone. Go find a normal girl.”

“I don’t care. I love you, Lisa. And I’m not splitting. Get used to it.”

Nathan watched Lisa leave Fuller’s class every day, and his heart ached because he knew where she was going. He gritted his teeth when he heard others in their class call her “Diva” or speculate on what she might be doing with Fuller on the side for the privilege of walking out each day. Nathan wanted to hurt them. They were stupid. Mean and stupid. He couldn’t wait for the Christmas holidays to come, because he swore to himself that he would spend every free minute with her.

“Where’s your head, man?” Skeet asked at practices. “This gig is next Saturday and you’re off in la-la land. We need you here, with us.”

“Sorry,” Nathan mumbled, and forced himself to concentrate on the music.

Lisa rarely came to rehearsals, which they had increased to include three afternoons a week. When she did visit, she sat in the shadows. He was careful not to look her way if Skeet went off on him, because he knew she’d think it was her fault.

“Do you get that these guys are paying us money to be good?” Skeet said. “And that if they like us, it can lead to other gigs?”

“I said I was sorry. Let’s start again.”

The worst was his mother’s prying. “What’s wrong with you?” she demanded one night at the dinner table.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t tell me that. It’s like you’ve crawled into some dark cave. If school is too much for you—”

“What’s too much for me is the way you hound me.”

“Don’t talk to your mother like that,” his father ordered.

Their loud voices started Abby crying in her high chair. Seconds later Audrey joined in. “Now look what you’ve done,” his mother snapped. She offered each girl a teething ring.

His father, the peacemaker, said, “Nate, I’ve talked to my boss and they’re making a place for you in the mailroom for the time you’re out of school over the holidays.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t want to work over the holidays.”

“What! I went to bat for you, son. They’re doing this as a favor for me.”

“Dad, I’m sorry, but not this year.”

“You said you needed the money.”

“I’m making a little cash with the band for two parties.”

“Money you’ll have to split four ways. What’s the matter with you? Why are you acting this way?”

Nathan didn’t answer. He stood, wadded his paper napkin. “I’m finished with supper. I’ve got a big paper to do.”

“Don’t walk away from this table,” his mother shouted.

Abby wailed and threw down her teething ring, and Audrey followed suit. Nathan kept moving.

*  *  *

“If this place was any dorkier, we could register it.” The comment came from Larry as the band was setting up on the stage of the VFW in Doraville.

The room was old, tired-looking, with cheap paneled walls, long tables and metal chairs, and an open area around a dusty stage for dancing. Tinsel had been taped on the walls, along with Happy Holidays signs, and gaudy decorations hung on an artificial tree that had seen better days. The American flag, along with banners and photos of VFW members, covered another wall.

“You’ll feel better when they pay us,” Skeet said, flexing his fingers and running chords on his keyboard.

“Did you see the guy who let us in? He’s older than God. I just hope nobody keels over dead tonight,” Larry said.

“I’m like, so nervous,” Jodie said. She was wearing jeans and a red shirt with some sequins sewn on the collar and cuffs.

“You’ll be great, babe,” Skeet said.

Nathan said nothing. He tuned his guitar and watched the door. Lisa had promised she would come. The event was scheduled to start in forty-five minutes and she hadn’t shown up, but there was plenty of time.

An elderly man came up to the stage and introduced himself as the president of the group. “You can play the old ones, can’t you? The good country songs?”

“Jodie here sounds just like Patsy Cline,” Nathan said, his gaze on the door.

“Yes, we like Patsy. And Loretta and Reba too. Real country, you know.”

“We won’t let you down,” Skeet said.

The room began to fill with elderly couples, and the tables grew crowded. The smell of barbecue drifted from the kitchen. At some point the band was introduced, and Nathan and his friends began to play. They were tight and nervous at first, but once Jodie got over her butterflies, they hit a groove and their sound mellowed out. Couples actually began to dance to the music. Everything would have been perfect except that Lisa never arrived. Nathan gave up watching the door and got into the music, torn between loving her and loathing her for jerking him around.

By ten o’clock the guests were gone, and The Heartbreakers were packing up their gear. Skeet said, “This didn’t last long. Maybe we can play to a younger crowd next time.”

“The next one’s a birthday party with a Western theme,” Larry said. “The guy’s turning forty.”

“Not much better.”

Jodie took a swig from a soda. “It’s all right with me. I got to sing.”

“Like an angel,” Skeet said. “You all want to grab some burgers? I’m starved.”

Larry and Jodie agreed enthusiastically.

Nathan was in no mood for socializing. He pushed outside, carrying two guitar cases and a box with a special mike for his acoustical guitar, and headed for his car.

“How’d it go, cowboy?” The question came from Lisa. She was wrapped in a long suede coat and leaning against her bike.

Nathan’s heart leaped with pleasure at the sight of her. He brushed past her, determined not to let her know. How could she stand there so nonchalant, as if she hadn’t known how important their very first paid engagement was to them? “You’re a little late for the party.”

“I’m here to make it up to you. Hop on. I have another party for us to catch.”

He wanted to say, Forget it. He wanted to blow her off the way she’d done to him.

“Hey, Lisa.” Jodie came up and hugged her friend. “We were great! Sorry you missed it.”

“I’ll bet you were.”

Not a word of apology, Nathan thought, but even as he thought it, he locked his gear in his trunk and handed Skeet the keys. “Go on without me.”

“You sure?”

“Park at your house. Like last time.” Nathan got onto Lisa’s bike; she handed him a helmet and started the engine. He settled into the hard leather seat, angry at himself for not being stronger and walking away. Furious. But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except being with Lisa. Nothing.
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“Where are we going?” Nathan shouted above the road noise and the sound of the Harley’s engine.

“Fraternity row at Tech.”

Nathan wasn’t sure he liked the idea of hitting a party at Georgia Tech, but he didn’t want to argue with her. She could have gone without him, but she hadn’t.

By the time she parked her cycle on the lawn of a fraternity house, Nathan was cold and not in a great mood. Light poured from every window of the old house, music blared out to the sidewalk, and people spilled onto the lawn in drunken groups. Lisa headed inside and Nathan followed. The smell of booze was strong, and Lisa wasted no time in grabbing them both bottles of beer. “Drink up,” she said, tipping her bottle upward.

Nathan took a sip from his.

“Hey, Lisa, baby! Long time no see.” A guy came up from behind them and swooped Lisa up in his arms. “Where have you been, sweet thing?”

“Around. There are other places to party, you know.” She pulled away, nodded toward Nathan. “Meet a friend of mine.”

The guy glanced toward Nathan. “Any friend of Lisa’s …”

“I got it.”

“You looking over the Greeks?”

“Not yet,” Nathan said.

“Well, this is party central. If you’re into partying, that is.” He put his arm around Lisa’s waist. “And if you’re with Lisa, you got to be into partying.” He kissed her cheek, and she shooed him away.

“What?” Lisa said to Nathan, looking irritated.

“Why are you doing this? To show me how cool you are?” He was angry at her and jealous of every guy she had a past with.

“Life’s short.” She turned on her heel and melded into the crowd.

Her words stung. Nathan elbowed his way behind her, caught up with her just as she was heading to dance with some other guy who was nuzzling her neck. Nathan watched and seethed. If she was trying to hurt him, she was succeeding. He didn’t think the song would ever end, and when it did, he shoved through and caught her up under his arm. “Wondered where you got off to.” He told the guy, “I use the head and next thing you know, I’m dateless. But now I’m here to take her off your hands.”

The guy, who looked glassy-eyed, gave a drunken shrug and staggered off. Lisa said, “Don’t go possessive on me, Malone.”

The music screamed around them. All he wanted to do was get her out of there.

“I need another beer,” she said.

“Take mine.”

She held it against her temple and Nathan saw perspiration prickling her upper lip. Her skin looked pale and clammy, and she was trembling.

“Come with me.” Shielding her, he wove them both through the room to the front door and outside into the chilly night air. She stumbled. He led her across the lawn and away from others. “What’s wrong?” He didn’t figure she’d had enough beer to be drunk, but something was definitely going on with her.

“Go away,” she said. She dropped the bottle, staggered behind a hedge of bushes, and fell to her knees. He heard her vomiting. He plowed through the brush and knelt beside her. “What can I do?”

“Nothing.” Her face was contorted with pain.

“Let me help you.”

She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. “Bad headache.”

Nathan’s gut seized. “Just lie down.” She needed no urging. He ripped off his jacket and made a pillow for her head. He remembered that she’d stuffed her long coat into a saddlebag on her cycle. “I’ll be right back.” He raced to where they’d left the Harley, quickly pushed it to where she was lying. He could hear her moaning. He fumbled in the saddlebag, grabbed her coat and covered her. “Tell me what to do.”

“Nothing … to … do …,” she managed.

He couldn’t watch her suffer. He rummaged through the bags, pulling out lipstick, a hairbrush and then her cell phone. He found Charlie’s preprogrammed number, punched it. When Charlie answered, Nathan said, “Lisa’s sick. We need help.”

Nathan held Lisa, smoothing her hair and rocking her until Charlie’s pickup arrived at the curb. “Over here!” Nathan shouted. Charlie ran over, scooped up Lisa as if she were a small child, walked her to the truck and laid her on the front seat. “Help me with the cycle,” he said to Nathan.

Together, they lifted the machine into the bed of the pickup and Charlie swiftly secured it. “It happened so fast,” Nathan said. “One minute we were dancing. The next she was in horrible pain.”

“Sit up front and hold her while I drive,” Charlie said.

Nathan did as he was told, all the while his heart hammering with fear. Lisa moaned. “She’ll be all right, won’t she?”

“She needs to go to the ER. Morphine’s the only thing that helps when the headaches are this bad.”

Charlie made record time on the freeway, pulled into the semicircle parking in front of the emergency room at Grady Hospital reserved for ambulances, and lifted Lisa from Nathan’s arms. “Park the truck. Meet me inside.”

By the time Nathan found a space and went inside, Charlie was filling out paperwork in an area crammed with waiting patients. He said, “They took her into triage. They called her doctor. Nothing to do now except wait.”

Charlie turned in the paperwork, returned to the chair Nathan held open for him. They sat side by side, Charlie looking at the floor, Nathan pushed back against the wall. After a few minutes, Nathan said, “How often does this happen to her?”

“The headaches come and go. No pattern. No warning.”

“Does it mean the radiation isn’t helping?”

Charlie glanced over at Nathan. “She’s told you about that?”

“Yes.”

“That’s good. I told her she should.”

“It stinks. Her being sick and all.”

“It does,” Charlie said. “Things went pretty good for a long time. We almost forgot the tumor would grow again.” Charlie’s use of we made Nathan aware that Lisa’s mother hadn’t shown up. He wondered about it, but didn’t know how to ask. “If you need to leave—”

“Not until I know she’s okay,” Nathan told him, aware that he was way past his curfew, and not caring.

“It could take a while.”

“I’ll wait.”

At some point, a doctor appeared and talked to Charlie. When he left, Charlie said, “They’re going to keep her for observation.”

“When can she leave?”

“Probably tomorrow. We can go back and see her, though.”

A nurse in green scrubs led them to a curtained-off area. Lisa was on a bed, eyes closed. An IV line was taped to her arm, and the tubing ran to a bag of clear liquid hooked to a pole. To Nathan, she looked childlike, as pale as paste, as fragile as bone china. All he wanted to do was hold her.

Charlie bent and kissed her forehead. “Hey, princess.”

Her eyelids fluttered open. “It was a bad one, Charlie.” She looked drugged and her speech slurred. She focused on Nathan, her expression confused. “Why are you here?”

“Don’t you remember the party?”

“Sort of. I got sick.”

“From the pain,” he clarified, forgiving her everything.

“You should have gone home. You’ll get in trouble.”

“And miss this adventure? No way.”

Her eyelids drooped. “Keep … my … secret, Malone.”

Once she was asleep, Charlie said, “I’ll take you home, Nathan.” Everyone seemed to call him by his first name but Lisa. “I’ll talk to your parents if you want me to.”

“I’ll handle it,” Nathan said.

They left the ER.

Nathan made no pretense of sneaking into his house. He went into the kitchen and to the refrigerator. From a chair at the table, his mother raised up like an apparition. “You are so grounded, mister.”

“Okay,” Nathan said. He extracted a cola, shut the door, popped the tab.

“Is that all you have to say for yourself?” She snapped on the overhead light. “Where were you? Do you know what time it is?”

He glanced at the clock, saw that it was after four in the morning, thought better of telling her the obvious, and took a long drink from his cola. “I went to a party with Lisa.”

“Without permission?”

“Call me wild and crazy.”

Karen came closer. “Don’t be flip. Why didn’t you call? I’ve left a dozen messages on your cell phone. I’ve been worried sick!”

In truth, he’d forgotten about his cell phone. “I turned it off while our band played tonight and forgot to turn it back on. Sorry.”

“Oh, please!” She stomped to the counter. “Did you ride on that girl’s cycle?”

“We did.” He knew she wouldn’t have asked if she didn’t already know the answer.

“Skeet said you had.”

“You called Skeet?”

“What was I supposed to do? You weren’t home and I could see your car in his driveway.”

“Hope you don’t get him in trouble. You know how his old man is.”

“That’s your fault too.” She banged her fist on the cold granite top.

“I’d like to go to bed now.”

She glared at him. “Sleep fast because there are some new rules. You will be going to work today and every day of your school break with your father. You will come home with him and go nowhere else. You hear me?”

He wanted to protest, but knew that it would be useless at the moment. She was mad and needed time to cool off. He also knew that there was no way he was going to remain under house arrest for two weeks. One way or another, he was going to see Lisa over the holidays.

“You want to talk about it?” Nathan’s father asked as they drove into work the next morning.

“No.” Nathan’s eyes were closed, and he had tipped the passenger’s seat as far back as it would go. Three hours of sleep had done him more harm than good.

“Why do you go out of your way to provoke her, son?”

“I don’t mean to.”

“But you know her hot buttons and lately it seems like you make up new ways to push them.” They rode in silence before his father said, “Is this girl this important to you?”

Nathan raised his head. “Yes. She is.”

His father’s jaw tightened. “You be careful, all right?”

Nathan knew what his father was thinking, and he didn’t need a lecture about safe sex at the moment. Nathan knew how to protect his body. He had no idea how to protect his heart. “I’ll be careful,” he said.

Nathan’s father cut his eyes sideways. “Your mother loves you. You need to understand where she’s coming from.” In the parking garage, Craig turned off the engine but didn’t move to get out of the car.

Now what? Nathan wondered.

“Do you remember anything about that day?”

Nathan didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to know which day he was talking about—the day that had changed their lives forever. “You mean the day Molly died,” he said.
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“Why are you bringing this up now?” Nathan asked. He really didn’t want to talk about it. “I think it will help you see things from her—our perspective,” his father said.

“Right now?” All Nathan wanted to do was go inside, get to work and call about Lisa.

Ignoring his question, his father continued. “We bought our house in late July, about three years after we were married. It was a big house and much more than we could afford, but your mother’s grandfather had died and left her a small inheritance. That’s what we used for the down payment. We figured we’d make the payments over the life of the mortgage somehow.”

Nathan looked straight ahead as his father talked, at the cold cement wall of the parking garage, and wondered why earthshaking information seemed to be delivered to him in parking garages.

“One of the reasons your mom loved the house was because it had a pool. Did you know she was on her high school swim team?” His dad didn’t wait for Nathan to reply. He plunged ahead. “Molly was especially excited about it, but neither of you could swim and we didn’t want to be foolish, so we fenced in the pool and I installed a special latch up high where little fingers couldn’t reach. Your mom wanted the two of you to learn from the best, so she hired a certified teacher for you and Molly.”

“I don’t remember.”

“No reason you should. You were barely three. In September, Molly started first grade. You both had taken two lessons, but Molly was certain that she could swim. She threw tantrums when your mother made her wear water wings. She kept saying she was a ‘big girl.’ She didn’t need them, only babies like Nathan needed them.”

His father pinched the bridge of his nose wearily. Nathan wished he’d stop the story, yet knew he wouldn’t, and worse, Nathan knew he should hear it. “You got sick,” his dad explained. “Kids’ stuff, ear infection, congestion. You were miserable and awake for about three nights in a row and your mom was awake with you. By Saturday, you were on an antibiotic and getting well. Best of all, you were sleeping again too. Molly was too old for naps, but we insisted on her having a quiet time in her room. I was out playing golf that day. Your mom was so tired that she lay down and fell sound asleep when you did.”

Nathan’s heart was racing now because he knew where the story was going, and it was making him sick to his stomach.

“Molly was a precocious child, such a smart, clever little girl. Once you and Mom were asleep, she sneaked out of her room, down the stairs. She even dragged a dining room chair to the gate and stood on it so she could reach the latch.” He took a breath, and his voice took on a raspy quality. “And she got it open. Your room was overlooking the backyard at that time, and you must have seen her in the pool from your window because when Mom came into your room and asked if you knew where Molly was, you said, ‘Molly go swim.’ ”

From the deepest recesses of his memory, Nathan heard a wailing sound. He wasn’t sure if it was the sound of his mother’s anguish or a siren. He shook his head to clear out the noise. In his mind, he saw a bird’s-eye view of the backyard, a blue-water pool and someone floating facedown. A memory? Again, Nathan wasn’t sure. Emotion clogged his throat and he couldn’t speak.

“The paramedics came but couldn’t do anything for her. Molly was dead. After the funeral, we hired a contractor to take out the pool. We put in gardens to remind ourselves that life goes on. I believe that everything your mother plants is a tribute to Molly’s memory.”

Nathan knew it was true.

“At any rate, your mother never forgave herself for falling asleep, and you became the focus of her life.” His father squeezed Nathan’s shoulder. “I know you want to grow up, son. I know you feel smothered sometimes. All I want you to realize is why she’s this way and—and to be kind to her.”

Nathan cleared his throat. “She shouldn’t blame herself, Dad. It was an accident.”

“We know that in our heads, but in our hearts—” He paused. “Well, in your heart you tell yourself you should have prevented it from happening. If she had lived, Molly would have graduated from high school by now, gone to college or gotten a job, maybe even gotten married. No way of ever knowing, of course. When a child dies, dreams die.”

Nathan’s insides turned cold. Lisa’s face materialized on the concrete wall outside the car’s windshield as his father’s words went through him like a sword.

Going back to work at his dad’s office in downtown Atlanta wasn’t difficult for Nathan. Not only was he warmly greeted by his dad’s colleagues, he had use of the company van for errands and deliveries, plus free time. The first opportunity, he called Lisa’s cell and was relieved when she answered. She was home.

“Charlie told me how much you helped. Thanks for that. Did you get in much trouble?”

“Not too much.”

“How did your gig go? I never asked you, and I should have. I wanted to come, but the headache came on. I took some stuff and thought I’d knocked it out. I was wrong.”

“We got paid, so they must have liked us.” He paused. “Do you get headaches like that very often?”

“Please don’t ask me questions about my health. I really don’t like talking about it.”

Didn’t she understand how worried he was about her? Didn’t she know that he couldn’t simply forget what was happening to her? He didn’t want to scare her off though, or have her retreat into her isolation mode, so he asked, “When can I see you?”

“Aside from radiation treatments, I’ll be hanging around until school starts back up.”

He told her about work and said he’d be sticking close to home evenings. “But we can meet for lunch when I have a delivery out your way.”

She read between the lines. “I thought you said you weren’t in trouble.”

“Maybe just a little bit of trouble.”

“I’ll meet you wherever you want.”

Nathan felt elated. “I’ll let you know.”

On Saturday, The Heartbreakers played at a man’s fortieth birthday party. After dropping off Skeet and Jodie, Nathan fought the urge to go to Lisa’s and instead went home like a good boy, arriving before the eleven-o’clock news. On Sunday afternoon, Nathan wheedled time out of his mother to go Christmas shopping at the mall. He bought toys for the twins, a sweater for his mother, a dress shirt for his dad and a video game for Skeet. He spent the bulk of his money on a heart-shaped necklace for Lisa. Two days before Christmas, he met her in one of the city’s public parks and gave it to her. The day had turned blustery, the sky gray, but sitting on the park bench watching her unwrap his gift made him forget everything except being near her.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, holding it up to catch the light.

Like you, he wanted to say, but knew it would sound too corny. “Let me put it on you.”

She stroked the gold heart once he snapped the catch. “I have something for you too.” She reached into the oversize handbag she was carrying and pulled out two wrapped items. One was a CD of a hot country band. “You have it?”

He didn’t. He unwrapped the other gift and discovered a book on how to market songs—how to sell music, and names and addresses of agents, houses and music industry labels.

“I haven’t thought about selling my songs in a while.”

“Why not? You can’t forget your dreams.”

“Pipe dreams.”

“Has Fuller read any of your work out loud yet?”

“A couple.” Nathan squirmed, not wanting her to know he’d written the one poem for her. Which didn’t make sense because he’d all but laid his heart at her feet. “How about you? He read any of your stuff?”

“Some.”

“Some is more than a couple.”

“A figure of speech.” She looked up at the low gray clouds blanketing the sky. “I wish it were spring.”

“It’s not too far away.”

“Far enough,” she said.

Right after Christmas, Nathan got the idea of inviting Lisa to his house. How could his mother object to that? They’d be right there under her watchful eye. Karen agreed, but Nathan saw by his mother’s expression that she wasn’t thrilled with the idea. What surprised him was that Lisa agreed to come. And she came often, making a guarded peace with his mother by talking about flowers and Lisa’s beloved flame trees.

“I’ve never seen one,” Karen confessed.

“Experts consider royal poincianas one of the most beautiful species of tree in the world,” Lisa told her.

“I’ll look it up on the Internet,” Karen promised.

Lisa adored the twins, and they always smiled when they saw her face. Nathan told her, “I think Audrey really likes you. She’s the shy one, and doesn’t take to many people.”

“They’re really cute. You’re lucky to have siblings.”

“Huge age gap though. They’ll give Mom something to do when I’m gone.”

“She’ll miss you.”

“Don’t think she hasn’t mentioned it several hundred times. If she had her way, I’d live in this basement until I was an old man.” Ever since his father’s talk, Nathan anticipated his mother’s protectiveness, but it hadn’t made him like it any better. “How about your mom? She doesn’t smother you.”

Lisa looked thoughtful for a moment. “She’s over the smothering stage. We have an understanding, remember? I appreciate her and everything, it’s just that this isn’t what she signed on for. You know, having a sick kid.”

“That’s not your fault.”

“It doesn’t matter. It’s still a handicap. Mom wanted to travel, see the country, maybe even the world. She had plans for her and Charlie to get married and travel all over in an RV once I moved away.”

“Why don’t they get married?”

“We’d lose our insurance. Right now my treatments are covered, but if anything changes …” Lisa shrugged. “She likes to buy lottery tickets. She thinks that if she could hit a jackpot, our lives would change for the better.”

That didn’t make any sense to Nathan. “Would it?”

“She wants to take me places and show me things. Sometimes she acts like I’m not sick at all.” Lisa smiled tightly. “At least Charlie’s a realist.”

“But the tumor could shrink again. It could go away for another long long time, couldn’t it?”

“That’s what gambling is all about, isn’t it? Playing the odds.”

Nathan screwed up his courage and asked, “What are the odds?”

She didn’t answer, only patted his cheek. “You want to play another video game? I can’t let you think you’re better than me with a joystick.”

Nathan didn’t like the way she changed the subject, but the discussion was over and she wouldn’t return to it.
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Classes resumed with the new year. Nathan dropped the job and concentrated on getting homework completed in order to spend more time with Lisa. Besides, his crisis with his mother was over. She lightened up when he brought home straight As for first semester, and he’d been more respectful of her concerns about him.

Lisa left Fuller’s classroom each afternoon for only the first couple of weeks in the month. When she began to stay for the full class period, Nathan asked, “Is radiation over?”

“Over. Except for feeling tired. I think I could sleep for a week.”

“How—” She shot him a cautionary look and he remembered her warning not to ask about it. “I have a right to know,” he groused.

She arched a perfect eyebrow, spun on her heel and walked away. He stood in the hall feeling left out and angry. He loved her. She should tell him something. He considered going to Charlie but discarded the idea because he knew Lisa wouldn’t like it if he did.

At the end of January, Fuller called Nathan up after class once the room had emptied. The teacher said, “The school system is doing a joint effort with all senior English and art departments. They want to compile and publish the best student work in the metropolitan area. To this end, they’re asking teachers in these disciplines to submit the best of their best student efforts.” He steepled his fingers together. “I would very much like to submit the poem you wrote last semester. Is that all right?”

Nathan’s jaw dropped. “My poem?”

Fuller riffled through a folder. “This one.”

Nathan glanced at the paper, but naturally, he knew the words by heart. “I—I guess it’s okay. Is it really good?”

“I wouldn’t submit it if I didn’t think so. Do you mind if I put your name on the work instead of your number?”

“I—I guess so.” He stood as if rooted.

“Something else, Mr. Malone?”

“Did you pick others from our class?”

“Three others.”

“How about the poem about Icarus? I never forgot that one.”

“Why is that your concern, son?”

Nathan felt his face redden. “It isn’t. I—I’ve just always wondered about the writer.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Fuller said, straightening the folder. “The student won’t give permission for the work to be submitted.”

“You should come to the Valentine’s dance with me.” Nathan said the words lightly, right after he and Lisa had completed a game of Ping-Pong in his garage.

“Why should I do that?”

“Because I asked you to.”

Lisa tossed the paddle on the table, slipped on her jacket. “That’s sweet of you, but I hate school dances.” She started for her cycle, parked in the driveway.

He caught her arm. “Skeet wants to take Jodie. They need wheels. I thought we could double.”

“Can’t you loan him your car?”

“Not without you and me in it.”

She struggled not to grin. “So going to the dance would be a rescue mission? For Skeet and Jodie?”

“Pretty much.” Nathan’s heart hammered. He wanted to hold her and kiss her beautiful mouth.

“Well, since you put it like that.” She threw her leg over her Harley.

“It’s a date?” His heart was doing cartwheels.

“It’s a date.”

The Valentine’s dance was held at one of Atlanta’s posh country clubs. Nathan had looked forward to it for days and had rented a tux, bought Lisa a corsage, washed and waxed his car. When he and Skeet arrived at the apartment complex, Skeet hurried off to get Jodie, and Nathan went to Lisa’s. She opened the door herself and Nathan gave a low whistle. She wore a long gown of midnight blue that shimmered when she moved. Her hair hung loose, not piled in fancy curls and sprayed stiff. “You’re staring. This look all right?” she asked.

“I have no words.”

Her features softened. “I’ll report that to the saleslady.”

“Where’re Charlie and your mother?” Nathan realized Lisa was alone. His mother had taken a ton of photos before he could step out the door, plus given him a disposable camera with instructions to get shots of himself and his friends at the dance.

“They took a few days off and went to the casinos at Cherokee. A little vacation. Because it’s Valentine’s Day, Mom said she felt lucky.”

He could tell that Lisa wasn’t happy about the trip. “I feel lucky too. I’m with you,” he said.

When they stepped into the main ballroom, heads swiveled and people whispered at the sight of them.

Jodie clung to Skeet. “Why is it that I can sing to a hundred strangers, but I can hardly walk into this room with kids I’ve gone to school with for years without breaking into a cold sweat?”

“If you did start singing, they’d fall at your feet,” Skeet said.

“I miss our band,” Jodie said with a sigh.

Larry had dropped them in favor of drumming for a rock group.

“We’ll reorganize,” Skeet told her.

But Nathan knew they wouldn’t. Every free minute he had, he wanted to spend with Lisa. The band was a distant third behind Lisa and keeping his grades up. He had been applying to colleges, and in March he’d sit for the SATs again. He’d done fine on the test in October, but now he might do better. And better could mean a scholarship and going away to college.

The four of them found an empty table. “Punch?” Skeet asked. He left and returned minutes later balancing four cups. He set them on the table, looked about covertly, reached into his pocket and pulled out a half pint of whiskey. “Want some? I took it from the old man’s stash.”

Nathan sidled Lisa a glance. He didn’t want to drink, but he would if she did.

Lisa shook her head. “Not tonight.”

Relieved, Nathan turned down Skeet’s offer too. Skeet looked disappointed. “You two aren’t much fun.”

“We’re a lot of fun,” Lisa said, patting his hand. “Jodie, get this guy dancing before he gets too loaded.” Once they were alone, she asked Nathan, “Are you going to ask me to dance?”

“I can only dance to the slow ones,” he confessed, remembering how she had danced at the frat party. “The other kind of dancing wasn’t on my homeschooling schedule.”

As soon as the music slowed, they went out onto the crowded floor. From the moment he took her in his arms, Nathan was certain he wouldn’t be able to let go when the music stopped. Her perfume, a mixture of some spring flower and fresh rain, intoxicated him. The curve of her waist under his hand made him lightheaded. Her cheek rested on his shoulder, sending shivers straight through him, turning him clumsy and oafish.

Without warning, he felt a bump and turned to see the faces of Roddy and his date, a cheerleader named Crissy. “Whoops,” Roddy said, without a hint of regret. Then he did a double-take as he looked from Nathan to Lisa.

Quickly Nathan ducked Lisa between two other couples, putting distance between them and the scowling Roddy. Nathan felt on top of the world. “Did you see the look on Rod’s face? Now I know how Neanderthals felt when one brought home the biggest mastodon,” he crowed in Lisa’s ear.

She stopped dancing. “Are you comparing me to an extinct furry elephant?”

“No, no. I—I just meant—”

She burst out laughing. “I wish you could see your face, Malone.”

He pulled her closer. “What I meant to say, he can’t figure out how a babe like you would be seen with a doofus like me.”

“Good recovery. But you’re not a doofus,” she said. “A dork, maybe, but no doofus.”

“Thank you for raising my social status. I was really worried.”

She laughed and it sounded like music.

By the time the dance was over and they’d stopped for coffee and arrived back at the apartment complex, Nathan was high on his own adrenaline, hating for the evening to be over, ever mindful of the curfew his mother had imposed. The notion of it brought him down. Skeet was feeling no pain, and once Nathan had parked and Skeet had exited the car with Jodie, Skeet said, “I’m going to crash on Jodie’s sofa. Her mom will let me. I can’t go home like this because the old man will kill me.”

“He won’t care if you’re gone all night?”

“Get real. He keeps wishing I’d disappear.”

Jodie steadied him, and Nathan watched them walk away.

“Come on,” Lisa said, taking Nathan into her place. She kicked off her strappy high heels as she walked in the door. “Want a soda?”

“Sure.” Suddenly, he didn’t care about his stupid curfew. He was with Lisa, and that’s where he wanted to be.

She poured them both a soda, gathered up the hem of her dress and retreated to her room. Nathan followed hesitantly. She flopped onto her bed, resting on her elbows, the long dress clinging to her every curve. He stood awkwardly at the door. She patted the bed. “I won’t bite.”

He sat next to her. “Well, fair warning: I might.”

She studied him thoughtfully. “Thank you for tonight.”

“That’s my line.”

“It gave me something I’ve always wanted.”

“What’s that?”

“Normal.” Her expression had gone soft and serious. “Tonight I was a normal high school girl, going to a normal high school dance with three normal high school friends. I really had a good time.”

He set down his drink, scooted closer to her. “I’ve never done it before either. I’m glad we got to do it with each other.” He tucked her hair over her shoulder. “Lisa, I—”

She moved away from him, toward the headboard. “Are you going to get sentimental on me, Malone?”

He moved next to her. “Yes.” He took her in his arms, kissed her mouth. She tasted of cold cola and cherry lip gloss and it made his head swim. When the kiss broke, he saw that her cheeks were damp. “Are you crying?” It wasn’t the result he had hoped for.

She swiped her cheek, laughed self-consciously. “It’s the sweetness of it all. You have no idea how wonderfully and terribly sweet this is to me. Sweet and normal.”

He was confused because her emotions seemed all over the place—one minute joking, the next crying. Girls were baffling. “What can I say? I want to make you happy.”

“Really?”

“I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t mean it.”

Tears pooled in her eyes. “I don’t want you to leave,” she said softly. “I don’t want to be left alone.”

His heart hammered as he realized how alone they were. The idea of staying made him lightheaded. He cupped her face, stared deeply into her violet eyes, and there he saw something else he’d never seen before. Her bravado was stripped away. He saw fear and loneliness. He saw pain and raw need. Her walls were down, and he knew he couldn’t leave her. “Let me make a call,” he told her.

He went into the hall and with shaking fingers punched in his home number. His mother answered on the second ring. “Mom?”

“Are you all right?”

“Mom, I’m fine.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m going to be late, that’s all.”

“How late will you be?”

He took a deep breath. “I’ll be home in the morning, first thing.”

“You’ll what? You have no permission—”

“Mom, don’t.”

“You don’t call me and announce that you’re staying out all night! Where are you anyway?”

“I’m safe. I—I’m with Lisa.”

“Where are her parents?”

His mother was too insightful, for he’d hoped he wouldn’t have to tell her everything until the next day. Still, he wasn’t going to lie to her either. “They’re not here.”

Dead silence, then, “Have you been drinking?”

“Not a drop. Let me talk to Dad.”

When his father came on the line, Nathan said, “I’m calling because I don’t want Mom calling the police. I’m safe, sober, and sane. I know what I’m doing. Trust me. Please.”

His mother came back on the phone. “This is ridiculous, Nathan. You can’t—”

“But I am. I’ll be home in a few hours.”

“That girl is poison!”

“Mom … I love you.” He cut off the call, turned off his cell phone and flipped it closed. He went back into the room to be with Lisa.



[image: ]

The next morning Lisa surprised him by coming to his house with him. “You don’t have to,” he said.

“Yes, I do.”

They rode in silence and walked into the kitchen hand in hand. His parents were at the table, his father flipping through the newspaper, his mother feeding the twins. Karen looked up, and her angry expression gave way to one of surprise. The twins squealed when they saw Nathan and Lisa. Karen returned to feeding them cereal and bananas. “Sit down until I finish with the girls,” she said.

Nathan first poured himself and Lisa cups of coffee. He nodded at his father, who raised his eyebrows and returned to his paper. The tension in the room was like summer air before a rainstorm, thick and oppressive, and except for the burbling of Audrey and Abby, no one spoke. When the girls were finished eating, Karen washed them up and carried them to their playpen in the other room, where they could be seen from the doorway. The moment she stepped back into the kitchen, Lisa said, “It was my fault Nathan didn’t come home last night. He did it as a favor to me because I asked him to.”

Karen was in no mood for either excuses or apologies. “I know you both think my rules are old-fashioned and provincial. I know you both believe that enlightened parents let their kids make the rules. I know you have freedoms that Nathan doesn’t have, Lisa. But common sense dictates that rules and safeguards are for a person’s protection, not simply an annoyance to be circumvented any way possible.”

Nathan knew she was just getting warmed up.

“What are you two thinking? Spending the night together? Do you believe I’m so stupid as to not remember teenage hormones? For god’s sake, what if you got pregnant? You’d ruin both your lives!”

Nathan felt heated embarrassment and anger over his mother’s tirade. He wanted to yell back at her, but Lisa spoke first, her voice calm, quiet. “That won’t happen, Mrs. Malone. I won’t get pregnant because, you see, I won’t live long enough to ever have a baby.”

She went on to tell Nathan’s parents everything about her tumor, much as she’d told Nathan. Her voice was soft, her eyes dry, as if the fear and pain she’d felt last night in her room had vanished with the rising of the sun. At some point, his mother sat down at the table, her face a mask of disbelief. “And now the second round of radiation is over,” Lisa said. “Unfortunately it hasn’t helped much. The tumor hasn’t shrunk, but at least it’s dormant. We don’t know for how long.”

This was news to Nathan, and he felt as if he’d been punched.

“They want to try a new kind of Gamma Knife radiation, but it’s a long shot too. The tumor’s just too close to some vital brain tissue.”

“Are you going to do it anyway?” Nathan’s question turned Lisa’s attention his way.

“I want to graduate. A person needs goals and that’s mine. So if I do it, it won’t be until after school’s over.” She looked again at Karen and Craig. “I swore Nathan to secrecy, made him promise to tell no one what was happening to me. He kept that promise and I hope you won’t hold it against him. It’s my story. My life. Please … don’t … punish him.”

From the other room, Audrey wailed because Abby had bopped her on the head with a plastic block. Karen pushed herself up from the table with both hands, wavered for a moment as if she were shouldering a heavy weight. “I—I have to think about this, Lisa.”

“I understand.”

She paused at the doorway, her back to them. “I—I’m sorry that you’re sick.”

“So am I,” Lisa said.

Nathan’s father cleared his throat. “Thank you for telling us.”

“You needed to know.”

Karen said, “I had a daughter once and lost her.”

“Nathan told me.”

“I miss her every day.”

Nathan caught sight of Molly’s old drawing still stuck to the refrigerator across the room. The drawing had been laminated. A lump formed in his throat that he could not swallow.

Oddly, Nathan’s family did not talk about Lisa’s illness at his house, and the incident of his staying out all night melted away. He ran into Lisa’s mother and Charlie whenever he went over to get Lisa, and they were friendly to him. “You’re such a nice young man,” Jill would tell him if she was home. “I told Lisa she should find a nice guy and leave those losers behind.”

Nathan was hesitant to hear more about “those losers.” There were some things he didn’t want to know.

Charlie always greeted him with a smile and a handshake. “You’ve settled our girl down … something I’ve been trying to do for years,” he told Nathan one time.

“I’m thinking of pulling the plugs from her cycle and then she’ll depend on me one hundred percent.”

That made Charlie laugh. “It’s a plan.”

In the following weeks, Lisa came over more often, and by mid-March on a sunny Saturday morning she actually helped Nathan and his mother replant pansies in the flower beds. Karen pulled up the limp and wasted plants, hit hard by winter, and Nathan dug small holes for Lisa, who plucked fresh plants from a flat of multicolored flowers and poked them into the prepared ground. “You sure you want to do this?” he asked during a break. His mother had gone inside to make a pitcher of lemonade because the spring day had turned hot.

“I like doing it. It makes me feel good to know that something beautiful will grow because I planted it.”

“They’re just pansies. We’ll rip them out in May and June and plant hot-weather flowers.”

“So? They’re pretty now.” She examined one closely, puffed a breath onto fragile lavender flower petals. “I think these are my favorites. The color’s perfect.” She glanced over at him. “Why are you smiling?”

“Just remembering that girl on the motorcycle who used to blow me off. You’re not so tough.”

“And you’re not so nerdy.”

“Is that what you thought of me?”

She gave him a look of pure innocence. “That’s my secret.”

He grinned, decided to ask her what had been on his mind for weeks. “How come you won’t let Fuller submit your pieces in that countywide student works book?”

“I wasn’t asked.” They were sitting on the ground, and she grabbed her knees and pulled them against her chest.

“Sure you were. You’re number four-five-four.”

“Who told you that?”

“No one told me. I just know that you are. The poem about flying into the sun—I liked it a lot. You wrote it, didn’t you?”

“I’ve always wanted to fly. Yes, I wrote it.”

He was elated because he had figured out her identity. “I knew it was you.”

He also knew that her poem was a metaphor for death. He got it, but just as he had learned not to ask questions about her health, he didn’t bring it up. “Submissions don’t close until next week. You should let Fuller submit it.”

“Did you tell him he could use yours? You know, the one about loving someone from afar?”

He grinned sheepishly—no use denying it now. “How long have you known?”

“Since the day he first read it. You really do wear your heart in your eyes, Malone.”

“A turnoff?”

In answer, she leaned forward and kissed his mouth.

“Hey, Nate, Lisa, wait up.”

Nathan and Lisa turned at the sound of their names in the hallway as they were leaving school. Skeet and Jodie were heading straight at them. “What’s up?”

“Have you heard about Roddy?”

“Don’t think so. What’s happened?”

“He’s flunking and won’t walk for graduation.” Skeet sounded downright gleeful.

“He has to go to summer school, and a lot of college coaches have backed off from scholarship offers,” Jodie added. “I guess the term dumb jock really applies, huh?”

“He could have studied,” Lisa said. “He thought he could coast because he could play ball.”

“Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy,” Skeet said.

“You’re getting far too much pleasure out of this, my man,” Nathan said, grinning.

“It’s been a long time coming.” Skeet chuckled. “Hey, prom’s next month, and I think we should all go together.”

Nathan hadn’t broached the subject with Lisa yet, although he assumed that they would be going. He still wasn’t a hundred percent sure of her. She was moody and could retreat into her own world without warning. “I agree. What do you say?”

“You drinking again?” Lisa asked Skeet.

Skeet made a face. “No way. I was hungover for two days.”

“Prom is a rite of passage,” Nathan reminded Lisa.

“A new adventure,” Jodie said, looking hopeful. “And it wouldn’t be the same without the two of you.”

“Plus,” Skeet said with a covert glance around, “it’ll be a sort of celebration. Come April, I’ll be eighteen and I’m moving into my own place.”

“What are you talking about?” This was the first Nathan had heard of this.

“Larry and two other guys rent an apartment together and one of the guys is moving out. Larry asked me if I wanted to move in and I jumped at the chance.”

“It makes sense,” Jodie said. “You know how his stepfather treats him.”

“How’re you going to pay for it?” Nathan asked, taken aback by Skeet’s announcement. There was a time when Skeet told him everything first.

“I’ve got money saved. And as soon as school’s out, I’ll get a car. My mom said she’d get me one if I graduated. Then I’m starting into the management training program at the grocery store. My supervisor asked me if I wanted to. He said I had ‘potential.’ Think of it! Winston George Andrews has potential.”

“What about college?”

“You’re college material, Nate, not me.” Skeet slapped him on the shoulder. “This is a cool move, man. I’ll be living on my own and collecting a full-time paycheck.”

“I’m glad for you,” Lisa said.

“So that’s why prom is even more of an event. We’ll be celebrating the start of my new life.”

“A worthy cause,” Lisa said, her eyes bright with an inner light only Nathan saw.

In late March, Lisa told Nathan that she would be out of classes for a week. “For some tests,” she said vaguely. “I’ll call you when I surface.”

Grateful that she’d told him that much, he hunkered down and missed her like crazy. By the following Saturday, he hadn’t heard from her. He called her cell number, only to have some voice announce that the number was no longer in service. She hadn’t told him she was planning on getting a new cell number either.

He grabbed his car keys and told his mother, “I’m heading over to Lisa’s.”

At the complex, Nathan wove around to the back, parked in an available space, and jogged toward her apartment. The door was open, and when he stepped inside, he was greeted by two handymen in coveralls. A carpet steaming machine stood near freshly painted drywall. Otherwise, the place was empty.

“Can I help you?” one of the painters asked.

“The people who live here … where are they?” His heart hammered and he felt cold all over. Where is she?

“I guess they’ve moved, buddy. We get called in to repaint and clean the carpets after a tenant goes. According to the front office manager, there’s been nobody here for almost a week now.”
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Nathan skirted the painters and went straight to Lisa’s room, where only blank walls and hollow echoes greeted him. The mural of the flame trees had been partially ripped from the wall and lay in shreds on the carpet like shed skin. He bent and retrieved a swatch, turned it over to see the bright blossoms, and remembered how Lisa’s hands had caressed the paper the night of the dance. A million dreams ago.

He wadded the paper, threw it at the wall and left. He jogged across the parking lot to the front office, where he burst inside, startling the woman behind the front desk. “The people in 5193, Charlie Terry and his family … where are they?”

The woman sized him up. “Calm down, young man.” She picked up a clipboard, turned several sheets of paper, ran her finger down a column, looked up. “They’ve moved.”

He gritted his teeth. “Where?”

“Even if I had that information—which I don’t—laws prohibit me from revealing it.”

“They didn’t tell you anything?”

She sighed. “Mr. Terry simply came in last week and said they were leaving.”

“There must be a forwarding address! A phone number!”

“No, there isn’t. Mr. Terry said that he’d notify us as to where to mail his deposits. Which he may not get back since he failed to give our customary two weeks’ notice.”

“But—but …”

“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I have no other information for you. You’d best run along now.”

“If—if Charlie calls, will you ask him to please contact Nathan?”

“I’m not a message service.”

“Please!”

She agreed, but Nathan saw by her expression that as soon as he was out the door, she’d forget his name.

Nathan went to Jodie’s apartment and pounded on the door. Jodie opened it, took one look at Nathan and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Where’s Lisa gone?”

Skeet padded up behind Jodie in bare feet. “Hey, man.”

“Lisa’s gone? I—I didn’t know,” Jodie said, peeking out the door and toward Lisa’s apartment. “Lisa’s gone,” she said over her shoulder to Skeet.

“But you live just down the parking lot from her! All her furniture is out. They’re repainting. She’s moved. How can you not know?”

“Hey, Jodie says she doesn’t know. Don’t be in her face,” Skeet said.

Jodie tugged at Skeet’s arm. “He didn’t mean anything by it.” She turned back to Nathan. “I swear, I don’t know. I’m in school all day and Mom works. I didn’t see a trailer or moving van when I was home.”

“But you’re her friend!”

“She often doesn’t call me, especially now that Skeet and me are together. You know how she is, she keeps to herself a lot.”

Nathan slumped against the doorjamb. “Why would she do this? Why would she leave without telling me?”

“Oh, Nathan, I’m so sorry!” The words came from his mother. “And you had no idea they’d just pick up and go?”

“Lisa told me she had to go through some tests.”

“Maybe the test results showed something that needed immediate attention.”

Nathan didn’t find comfort in that thought. “But why wouldn’t she say something to me? Why would she and her family sneak out of town? All their cell phone numbers don’t work, and they left no way to reach them.”

Karen lifted Abby from a changing table and handed her to Nathan. She picked up Audrey and laid her on the table, fetching a paper diaper from a shelf below. “She’s a very independent girl, Nathan. She doesn’t think or act like you do.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Abby tried to grab his lower lip.

“Don’t get defensive. I’ve actually come to like the girl. But she is different. You must admit that.”

“Different isn’t a bad thing.” His mother’s analysis annoyed him.

“No, but different is, well, different. She plays by different rules, guards her privacy like a junkyard dog, and has never made you any promises that you’ve talked about. Which leads me to think she understands her dilemma and purposefully doesn’t form attachments.”

The truths were too much for Nathan. Lisa had made him no promises. He was the one who had made them. He was the one who had pledged his undying love and tried with all his heart to keep and protect her. And now she had vanished. “She shouldn’t have left this way,” he said, more hurt than angry.

“I agree,” his mother said. “But remember, people have reasons for making the choices they do, and although we don’t understand them, we must accept them.”

“But how will I know how she’s doing? How will I know when she gets really sick?”

His mother relieved him of Abby and, balancing each baby on a hip, said, “That is the worst part, Nate … the not knowing. I’ve wondered thousands of times if Molly cried for me to rescue her from the water. I don’t know. I’ll never know.”

He saw emotional pain etched in her face just before she turned and carried the twins downstairs. He felt for her, and for himself, both now united by grief.

Nathan couldn’t concentrate at school, and after a week he considered asking his mother to supervise him for the final two months of high school. The twins were older and maybe she could handle his schooling like before. Maybe he could even test out and receive his diploma in the mail. Crestwater was just a big, indifferent institution as far as Nathan was concerned, and he wanted out. Certainly except for himself, Skeet and Jodie, no one seemed to notice that Lisa wasn’t there. “She came and went a lot,” Jodie told him. “People got used to it.”

“And she didn’t exactly go out of her way to make friends,” Skeet said.

Those things didn’t matter to Nathan. Lisa was gone and there was a hole in his life large enough to walk through. Even his guitars brought him no comfort. His music had dried up. He felt empty of song.

Fuller called Nathan up to his desk before Easter break. The final bell had sounded, the room had cleared, and in his raspy voice he said, “I wanted to tell you that your poem has been selected for the countywide book that will be published in the fall. Congratulations.”

There was a time when the news would have elated Nathan. Now it was just information.

“The competition was stiff,” Fuller went on to say. “Thousands of entries, but only two hundred chosen, plus sixty-five student art projects. Nice job, Mr. Malone.”

“Were any others picked from Crestwater?”

“One more. At the last minute, student four-five-four allowed me to also submit their work, which surprised me. I’d thought persuading this student was a lost cause.”

“The Icarus poem.”

“That was the one. How did you know?”

“I asked the author about it, and she told me she had written it, and I told her she should let you submit it.”

“So then you know everything?”

“Yes.” Nathan’s gaze held Fuller’s. “I don’t suppose you know what happened to the author, do you?”

“Sadly, no. The only message a teacher gets from the administration is that a student will no longer be in class and has left our area.” He shook his head. “Pity. She was quite gifted.”

Nathan’s brief flare of hope that Fuller might know something about Lisa’s whereabouts dimmed. “Thanks,” he said dully.

“Mr. Malone, you too are talented. Also, you’re a good student, and if you ever need faculty recommendations on college applications, I’ll be glad to write one for you.”

“Thanks again.” Nathan scooped up his books and went to the door.

“You aren’t alone in missing student four-five-four, Mr. Malone.”

Skeet and Jodie hung with Nathan over the break and worked hard to raise his spirits. They were playing a video game in his basement one morning when Jodie asked, “Do you know why Lisa was so secretive about her personal life? I’ve always wondered.”

“She never told you anything?” This surprised Nathan because he figured girls shared every morsel of information they possessed.

“Do you know something?”

Now that Lisa had fled, there was no reason to keep her secret. It might also help his two friends realize that his sense of loss wasn’t just the pinings of a lovesick puppy. He set down his game controller and without any buildup told them all he’d known for the past many months. Jodie’s expression turned to shock, then she cried. “Cancer? Lisa has brain cancer?”

Skeet went slack-jawed. “Get out.”

“It’s true. All those months she skipped out of last period, she was going for radiation treatments.”

“I—I remember she’d sometimes get headaches,” Jodie said, blowing her nose. “She told me they were migraines.”

“Much worse,” Nathan said.

“So I guess she got worse?” Skeet ventured.

“The first question I’ll ask, if I can track her down before …” He couldn’t finish the sentence.

Jodie said, “Tell me again how you’ve tried to find her.”

Nathan went down his list. “All dead ends.”

“Did you go to the construction company where Charlie and her mom worked?”

Nathan sat upright. “No. I didn’t.”

“People get final paychecks. If they left quickly, the place may have a way to reach them.”

“You’re a genius!” Nathan jumped up, renewed hope surging through him, followed swiftly by disappointment. “I don’t know where they worked.”

“I do,” Jodie said.

“Let’s go.”

“Wait a minute,” Jodie said. “I have an idea, so let me handle this. Besides, I think a curious friendly girlfriend trumps a desperate hysterical boyfriend in this instance.”

Eventually they drove to the site where Jodie knew Lisa’s mother had last worked, and parked across the street. Before Nathan and Skeet could get out of the car, Jodie stopped them. “Sit. It’s best I go alone.”

“But—” Nathan started.

“Tie him up if you have to,” she told Skeet. Taking her purse and a shopping bag, she crossed the street and entered the construction trailer.

Time dragged and Nathan thought he’d jump out of his skin from the suspense. “What’s taking so long?”

“It’s only been fifteen minutes, dude. She’ll come through,” Skeet said. “This girl’s outstanding.”

It seemed as if an eternity had passed before Jodie emerged from the trailer and came back across the street. She scooted into the backseat.

“Well?” Nathan demanded. “Don’t make me go postal.”

Jodie grinned and handed him a folded slip of paper. “Charlie Terry’s new cell phone number.”

Nathan snatched it. “You did it, Jodie! Man, you’re terrific!”

“I told you so!” Skeet reached around and hugged her. “How did you do it?”

“I went to the only woman in there. She’s taken over Lisa’s mother’s job, and I said that I was Lisa’s best friend and that she’d left before the yearbooks came out and that I had to make sure she got hers because it is her senior year … blah-blah-blah.” She pulled a book from her bag and grinned. “I cried too. Real tears.”

“Brilliant,” Skeet stated. “Especially since new yearbooks aren’t even out yet.”

“Last year’s edition was a convincing prop. I just waved it around and she never got too close a look at it.”

“Did she say where they’ve moved?” Nathan asked, staring at the cell number and committing it to memory.

“Someplace in Miami,” Jodie said. “You’ll have to get Charlie to tell you where.”
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Nathan waited until he was alone to make the call on his cell phone. Charlie answered on the second ring.

“It’s me, Charlie. It’s Nathan Malone. Please don’t hang up.”

After a pause, Charlie’s soft drawl came through. “I knew you were resourceful, son. How did you find us?”

“From where you used to work,” Nathan told him.

Charlie chuckled. “I told Lisa that it was a mistake for her not to tell you we were leaving. I said you’d figure out something.”

“H-how is she?”

“Bad.”

Nathan felt his stomach heave. “I want to see her.”

“She doesn’t want you to see her like this—the way she is now. You know how she gets when she digs in her heels.”

“I know, and I don’t care. Please tell me where you are. I’m coming.”

“We’re in Miami. That’s a good ten-hour drive from Atlanta.”

“So?”

“Your parents might not like it.”

“I’m coming,” Nathan repeated, knowing he had one monster of a fight in front of him.

That evening after the twins were in bed, Nathan packed a duffel bag. He went down to the kitchen, stood in the doorway, watched his mother roll out pastry dough and gathered his courage. At the table, his father sat fiddling with his laptop. Nathan wondered why he hadn’t noticed this about the two of them before—they liked being in the same room with each other, even if they were doing different things. Togetherness. He had wanted that with Lisa.

Nathan stepped into the lighted room. “Mom, Dad … I’ve found Lisa. I just talked to Charlie and he told me where they are in Miami.”

Both his parents turned his way. Karen said, “That’s a relief. How is she doing?”

“Not so good.”

His father shook his head. “That’s too bad. I’m sorry.”

“I want to go and see her.”

“When?” Craig asked.

“As soon as possible. I could leave in the morning.”

“Tomorrow’s a school day.”

“I don’t care.”

“You’ve just come off spring break,” Karen said. “You still have six weeks of school left. You can’t just pick up and leave.”

“I haven’t taken a single sick day this year. My grades are perfect. I can afford to take the time.”

“Well, I can’t,” Karen said. “I can’t just drop everything and go with you. And neither can your father. Have you thought about trying to drive all that way with the girls?”

“I’m not asking you to go.”

It took a second for his statement to sink in, and when it did, his mother declared, “Well, you can’t go by yourself.”

“Why not?”

“Oh, Nathan, let’s not have an argument. You can’t go to Miami alone. You don’t know a soul there and you have no place to stay. It’s unrealistic to expect Lisa’s family to take you in.”

“I wouldn’t even ask them. They’re living in a motel while Lisa’s in this special facility.”

His mother returned to her pastry project. “No, son. You aren’t going.”

He walked over to the counter where she stood, removed the rolling pin, guided his mother to a chair, sat her down and crouched in front of her. Holding both her hands in his, he said, “She’s dying, Mom.”

“I—I understand that, but—”

“Let me ask you something,” he interrupted. “What would you give if you could spend one more day with Molly? Just one?”

Tears welled in Karen’s eyes. “That’s not fair.”

“I have a chance to see Lisa one more time. Please don’t try to take it away from me.”

“Karen.” They both glanced at Nathan’s father, who had spoken. “Let him go.”

Tears spilled onto Karen’s cheeks. “But—”

Craig held up his hand. “I’ll call my old boss, Bernie Steadman. He and his family live near Miami now and I know they’ll let Nathan stay with them. Our son will be all right. And he should have the opportunity to do this.”

Nathan hadn’t expected his dad’s support, but he was grateful.

Karen pulled away, wiped her cheeks. Her shoulders slumped, but Nathan knew she had capitulated. “You’ll call every few hours?”

Nathan rose. “Twice a day. I promise.”

“What if—?”

“I’ll be fine, Mom. Really.”

“How long will you stay?”

“For as long as she’ll let me be with her.”

The Sisters of Mercy, a Respite and Haven for the Terminally Ill, was an amazingly beautiful facility set on several acres in Coral Gables, Florida, a suburb of Miami. Nathan drove slowly along the driveway, which was sheltered by banyan trees, palms, and palmettos and bordered by brilliantly hued flowering hibiscus bushes and bougainvillea vines of hot fuchsia pink. It seemed that he was off in a tropical wilderness instead of near a city. The main building where he was scheduled to meet Charlie looked like a Spanish hacienda crowned with red barrel roof tiles. With its cream-colored stucco walls, decorative wrought iron, large wooden beams overhead and red-clay Spanish tile underfoot, the place looked more like a resort than a hospital. Yet it was a hospital—one that specialized in caring for the dying.

The lobby was peppered with groupings of sofas and comfy chairs. A nun, in a crisp short white dress, a pale blue apron, and a starched white head covering, sat behind a carved desk of darkest wood. A simple wooden cross hung around her neck. “May I help you?”

Before he could answer, he heard his name called from across the lobby. He looked up to see Charlie and Jill, heading toward him. Charlie shook his hand, then showed him to a side porch, where people sat visiting patients around bamboo tables. Ceiling fans moved the perfumed tropical air.

“Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes,” Jill said, with a big smile. “Are you settled in?”

“Yes, with a friend of my dad’s over on Key Biscayne.” Now that he was actually here, Nathan felt nervous and anxious. It had been weeks since he’d seen Lisa, and he didn’t know what to expect. “This is a nice place,” he said, glancing around.

Jill beamed a smile. “We want my baby to have the best. We don’t do the Catholic thing, but the sisters here know that. They’re real kind to everybody. There’s a waiting list, but Lisa’s doctor at Emory made the arrangements and we’re real grateful. I just couldn’t stand to think about my little girl stuck in that apartment in Atlanta, or some pathetic nursing home. She always liked Miami, you know. So this is where we brought her.”

“Does Lisa know I’m here?” Nathan asked.

“She didn’t want you to come at first,” Charlie said.

“If you changed her mind, thank you.”

Charlie chuckled. “I didn’t exactly, but I did tell her I thought it was the nice thing to do.”

Jill said, “It’s not that Lisa doesn’t care about you. It’s just … just that things are so bad for her. She wanted you to remember her the way she was.”

“When can I see her?”

“She’s outside in the courtyard, under that big tree.”

Nathan saw her then through the screen. She sat in a wheelchair, a throw across her lap, shadows and sunlight sprinkling through lacy leaves of a single great tree that spread umbrella-like over the entire stone courtyard. The tree blazed with red blossoms, like a living fire. A flame tree.

He walked to the screen door and Charlie walked with him. “A few things you need to know before you go out there,” Charlie said. “They shaved her head for the Gamma Knife procedure that didn’t work.”

“Hair doesn’t matter to me,” Nathan said.

“And one more thing,” Charlie said. “She’s blind.”

At the sound of his approach, Lisa turned toward him. She only had sounds to guide her now, but she was getting good at distinguishing between approaching nuns and others. “Hello, Malone.”

Nathan halted in front of her chair, a knot in his throat so big that he couldn’t speak right away. She looked small and thin, fragile in the chair, her shorn head covered by a silk scarf. All the frustration and resentment he’d been nursing since she’d left without a word to him evaporated.

“So, do you like my new look?” she asked. “I’ve heard that bald is in.”

He stooped, took her hands. “You’re beautiful.”

“Liar.”

“I love you.”

She stiffened. “Why did you come?”

“To tell you that.”

She sighed, turned her face aside. “I wanted to crawl off and die alone. I thought it was the best thing.”

“Not for me. I want to be with you.”

“Don’t make this any harder, Malone.”

He sat on the cool gray stones at the foot of her chair. “Jodie and Skeet say hello. Mom and Dad say that they miss you. Fuller says both our poems made the cut for the best of Atlanta student works book. The twins are standing up on their own now. We missed the prom.”

“The twins are standing?” Lisa ignored the other announcements.

“They walk around holding on to furniture. They fall a lot, but they keep getting up and doing it again. They’re pretty cute. For girls.”

Lisa smiled, imagining the babies in her mind’s eye. “How are Charlie and my mom doing?”

“They’re sad, but they’re okay.”

“Good. I wish …” She didn’t finish, but reached out. He leaned into her touch, and her fingers followed the contours of his face and then his hair. “Your hair’s longer.”

“No time to get it cut.” His voice almost broke.

“I miss riding my cycle,” she said wistfully. “I loved the sense of freedom it gave me.”

“Remember that party when I climbed on the back and wouldn’t get off?”

“We talked for an hour at that bookstore.”

“I thought you were bored.”

“I thought you just wanted bragging rights—you know, locker-room talk about how you bagged Lisa Lindstrom for a night.”

“If I could have lived in your back pocket, I would have.”

“I’m sorry about that frat party.”

He shrugged, realized she couldn’t see his movement. “I was crazy jealous. I couldn’t stand it. I hated every guy you’d ever been with.”

“That night you stayed with me, after the Valentine’s dance—”

“A highlight of my life.” He smoothed her lap blanket. “You regret it?”

“Not at all.”

His heart skipped a beat. “I loved you more, if that’s possible.” He saw moisture fill her sightless eyes. “Lisa, I’m glad you got to come here … to this place.”

She smiled. “When I first came, I could still see, and when I saw this tree, I knew it was where I wanted to be. Isn’t it beautiful?”

“Beautiful,” he said, without taking his eyes off her.

She took a deep breath and he heard her weariness in it. “I should go back to my room. I don’t want to embarrass myself by falling out of my chair out here. Tell Charlie when you go inside.”

“I’ll send him out.” Nathan wasn’t ready to leave. He never wanted to leave her, yet he got up slowly. She was shutting down and he understood that he must respect her privacy. “Thank you for letting me come.”

“Did I have a choice? You’re a very persistent guy, Malone.” Her smile lingered.

“A favor?”

“What?”

“Say my first name. You never call me by my first name.”

“Nathan.”

From her lips, it sounded like a prayer. He rocked back on his heels, struggling not to cry.

She said, “We had a great ride, didn’t we?”

He bent and kissed her lips quickly before she could pull away. “We had a great ride.”

He cautiously stepped backward, keeping her in his sight as long as possible. A breeze stirred the air and the towering flame tree above her. A shower of tiny red petals fluttered down, twirling and falling to bathe her in a thousand flashes of pure crimson.

She felt them fall, lifted her face toward the sky and caught them on her cheeks, eyelids, soft lips.

Sunlight and shadow flicked over her, reminding Nathan of Spanish lace entwined with tears of brightest red.

She raised her arms, caught drifting petals in her lap and upturned palms; she was Icarus ready to touch the sun.

Nine days later, on a warm Thursday morning when he rolled out of bed to face another day of his waning hours of high school, Nathan picked up his cell phone to stuff it in his backpack. He flipped it open to check on battery life and saw that he had a text message. His heart thudded and his fingers went cold and numb. Still, he punched in the code to access the message. In abbreviated form, it read:

“Lisa took flight 3:09 this morning. Charlie”
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Nathan pushed the wheelbarrow across the backyard while balancing the tree it carried. The twins squealed as he passed them. They were contained inside their baby corral, a sturdy plastic fence that encircled most of the surface of the patio. The corral was heaped with toys, but Abby wanted out and let him know it.

“I’m busy, Ab,” he told her, even though she couldn’t understand. Audrey pulled herself up beside her sister and joined the clamor.

“They want you to play with them,” his mother said. “They adore their big brother.” She’d been weeding the flower beds next to the patio. She wiped her hands on a towel tied around her waist, and came toward him. “What kind of tree did you buy?”

Nathan set down the barrow. “A weeping willow.”

“That’s fitting,” she said, with a sympathetic smile. “A good choice, son.” His mother fingered the bright green foliage budding on the branches. “It will need full sun. And lots of space; they grow quite large.”

“It’s a dwarf variety.”

“Smart thinking.”

“So, where should I start digging?”

His mother scanned the yard. “I’ve really packed it in, haven’t I? How about in the middle, maybe ten yards or so from the magnolia.”

“Molly’s magnolia?” He was surprised. That tree was practically sacred.

“Your tree for Lisa should have a place of honor,” Karen said quietly.

He pushed the wheelbarrow to the middle of the yard, then counted off ten long paces from the great magnolia. It was dotted with cream-colored flowers, their heavy perfume filling the air. He took out a shovel and sank it into the hard red Georgia clay. Within minutes sweat was running off his body and blisters were forming on his palms. Every drop of sweat, every throb of his hands was for Lisa’s sake, and he welcomed the pain.

School was out; graduation a memory. In another month, he’d be leaving for college—and leaving his boyhood behind forever. He’d accepted an academic scholarship to a small college in Kentucky that had offered him full tuition for his freshman year. It had come buoyed by his high SAT scores, good grades, and several letters of recommendation—the best one from Max Fuller. Kentucky was a good choice, he thought. Not too far away, but far enough. He needed a change of scenery.

“I’ll help you dig,” his mother said, coming up beside him.

“That’s okay. You were right—it’s something a person needs to do alone.”

She nodded, looked toward the patio when Audrey let out a wail. Abby had thrown her own sippy cup over the side of the corral and had taken her sister’s in consolation. His mom sighed. “I’d better go referee.”

Nathan watched her cross the lawn and pick up Abby’s cup. He chuckled, imagining how busy his mother was going to be with them over the years. He loved his little sisters, the only sisters he would ever know in the cycle of life. A cycle neither Molly nor Lisa had gotten to fulfill. He had thought a lot about Molly lately. Although he hadn’t known her well, hardly remembered her, in fact, she had left a gaping wound in his family when she’d left. Just as Lisa had left a wound in his heart when she died.

Lisa had been one of a kind—secretive, hardheaded, independent, wild and daring, but also smart, witty, well read, a gifted writer, loyal to her friends, and kind to the underdogs of life. And she would always be his standard of measure for loving someone again.

The hole had grown deep and Nathan tossed down the shovel. He loosened the dirt in the container holding the tree, and with both hands lifted it free of the bucket. He set it in the hole, picked up the shovel and began to fill in around the root-ball. Next he would water it thoroughly so that it could begin its own life cycle in his mother’s gardens.

As he worked, from inside his head, and quite unexpectedly, music began to form, beautiful notes that needed his guitar for purest expression. The music drifted in and out, and he savored it. Then words formed, fragments of a song. What had Fuller said about good writing? It comes from the heart, not the head. And so he hummed while he waited for the new music to make the journey from his mind to his heart and into his soul.



Lurlene McDaniel began writing inspirational novels about teenagers facing life-altering situations when her son was diagnosed with juvenile diabetes. “I saw firsthand how chronic illness affects every aspect of a person’s life,” she has said. “I want kids to know that while people don’t get to choose what life gives to them, they do get to choose how they respond.”

Lurlene McDaniel’s novels are hard-hitting and realistic, but also leave readers with inspiration and hope. Her books have received acclaim from readers, teachers, parents, and reviewers. Her bestselling novels include Don’t Die, My Love; I’ll Be Seeing You; Till Death Do Us Part; Hit and Run; and Prey.

Lurlene McDaniel lives in Chattanooga, Tennessee.





[image: ]


OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_016_r1.jpg
5





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_015_r1.jpg
14





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_014_r1.jpg
12





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_013_r1.jpg
13





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_012_r1.jpg
I





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_011_r1.jpg
10





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_L03_r1.jpg
1M





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_L02_r1.jpg





cover.jpeg
THREE NOVELS

' Christns Goodbye » Lecting Go of Lisa









OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_019_r1.jpg
I8





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_018_r1.jpg
I7





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_017_r1.jpg
16





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
KEEP ME IN
YOUR HEART

Three Novels

Lurlene McDaniel

Delacorte Press
L

VN
M
RANDOM HOUSE

CHILDREN'S BOOKS





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_tp_r1.jpg
Lurlene McDaniel

Keep Me in
Your Heart

THREE NOVELS

Saving Jessica
Telling Christina Goodbye
Letting Go of Lisa

DELACORTE PRESS





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_022_r1.jpg
21





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_021_r1.jpg
20





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307809292_epub_020_r1.jpg
19





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





