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  For my family ~


  



  Kassidy, my bestest friend


  Chase, my strength


  Trey, my smile generator


  Jo, my muse


  And Kyle, my three final words…


  Chapter 1


  Harmony…


  I’d previously had that in my life, but only once, briefly, three years ago. It was during the time I’d started my first year of college. My own apartment, a new old car, a life free of deadbeat stepfathers, all of which was fulfilling enough. But if it wasn’t, I also had a best friend, soul mate, and boyfriend all in one.


  Yes, life had been near perfect.


  With the wistful thoughts, chills scattered down my spine, which I assured myself was a result of the cap-sleeved shirt I’d chosen to wear this morning before packing up the rest of my stuff in the hospital room.


  “It won’t be the same here without you,” my favorite Nurse Kathy interrupted my thoughts as her heavy-set wobble took us slowly toward the hospital’s main entryand exitdoors. “What am I going to do every day at ten and two?”


  I laughed. “Anything will be an improvement to rubbing a stranger’s feet.”


  “Excuse me, did you just refer to me as a stranger?” She gave me a reproving glance. “After all we’ve been through?”


  My smile deepened.


  “But you have to admit,” Dr. Adams said from behind us, “she’s right about the foot massage part. Anything would be an improvement to that.”


  Her face crooked sideways. “Quiet, you!” And once again, the motherly rebukes made me giggle…for probably the last time.


  I glanced toward Doc and caught his wink.


  “Regardless,” her look challenged him to interrupt, and then turned back to me, “I’m going to miss you.”


  “You too.” I spread my arms to catch her hug. Before I had a chance to thank her for thousands of rubdowns and two weeks of personal conversation and diligently taking care of me as if I were a daughter, she walked away, giving Doc and I some privacy. And just like that, she was out of my life. Weird, I’d probably never see her again.


  Doc and I stepped forward, passing through the automatic glass exit into the great outdoors.


  “As I said before,” Doc spoke, “give me a call for anything, especially anything unusual or out of the ordinary, as we talked about. Otherwise, I’ll see you at your first follow-up appointment in a few weeks.” He patted my backhis goodbye hugand walked back inside.


  Behind me was the careful cradle of the hospital; in front of me, a warm September rain. I wasn’t sure why I paused, but I was sure the more I waited, the harder it would get. So I hugged my arms, took a reassuring breath, and stepped into the downpour.


  The sun shower was temperate, and thankfully gentle. A beam of warmth pressed through me. The peak of sunlight and the misty smell of wet, St. Louis earth brought back a tumble of memories. Nothing too detailed. Nothing about that long ago stormy night when everything changed. Nothing about the car slipping off the wet road, hitting me, and then landing me in a prolonged sleep, fighting for my life. Well, more than just fighting for it, also dreaming of it. Dreaming of him.


  My car was exactly where Creed said it would be in the visitor’s parking lot. I put the key in the lock of my brown, boxy old carPenny, as I used to call her, opened her stiff door, and then with little sprinkles on my hair and shoulders, relaxed in the driver’s seat as if it hadn’t been a long time since I’d driven her. Three years had passed in a blink, almost as if I’d spontaneously traveled into this new future of mine.


  When I was younger I would have given my sticker collection to travel a few years into the future. But now that I very literally had, a few years into my future didn’t feel very different. Sure, little things change, like fashion trends and movies, but as far as life goes, unless you make changes (and of course I hadn’t, given that I’d been lying in a coma all that time), nothing really changes.


  As I turned out of the parking lot and drove Penny down the road, I pondered on my time at the hospital, two years and seven months to be exact. And yet, the wild part was that it felt like a mere six months, due to the fact that while I rested in my coma I dreamt about a favorable period in my pasta six-month courtship with a guy who quite literally knocked me off my running shoes. The beginning in History class, our first kiss on the beach, the time he told me he loved me….


  But what stuck out most in my mind were the little things that made me fall for Nick. Like how he’d enter a room and steal everyone’s attention. Or the way he’d temper his amusement with that easy half smile. Or how his strong, protective arms seemed to defend me from the world. Yes, all the subtle nuances of his personality were what kept him so real and current. In fact, I could hardly stand thinking about him when the real him was just down the road.


  Turning off the windshield wipers, I peered out the front window and up toward the grey sky, hopeful the clouds would take a break for the rest of the day.


  I knew where he’d be with the rain on hold. It was harvest time.


  



  *******


  



  The cool, misty streets were as familiar as yesterday. Even more familiar, the red brick apartment complex I hadn’t planned on pulling into. Bob the boss, owner and manager of the building, had hired me on as his helper when I’d first moved to St. Louis for college. If I wasn’t at school or with Nick, I was in the little office helping the old man who coughed incessantly. Filing papers, answering the phone, writing out contracts, delivering those reviled, pink, tardy-rent notices every month to over half the tenantsthat was the worst part of the job. But what I remembered most was Bob.


  Once in a while, when I’d work late, he’d bring me dinner from his favorite Chinese restaurant. On a few rare occasions the subtlest compliment would surface about my penmanship or accuracy with the rental logbooks. A simple man, but one I’d learned to care about and respect.


  And the memories of him were surfacing so swiftly. Dr. Adams warned me this would happen. That when surrounded by people or places from my past, recollections would automatically emerge in my mind.


  Doc also suggested I set one goal every morning to work on for the day. Today’s was to keep my nerves at bay, which, in the comfort of my hospital room earlier, seemed a manageable goal. But as I drove by the door to my former apartment on the second floor of building three, a little knot settled in the lower part of my stomach, causing my nerves to flair and my car to land several stalls away from the front office. Eagerness nerves; that’s all they were. Who wouldn’t feel a little edgy when reuniting with an old past and an old friend after three years? Even if it was my kind boss, Bob.


  The white peeling paint falling off the old office door brought on a crack of a smile. A hundred times I’d arranged to strip and repaint the old thing, but I’d obviously never gotten around to it. Intending and doing were two very different things. Yet at the moment I was relieved it looked exactly as I remembered it.


  The first thing I heard when I pushed on the rigid door was Bob’s familiar hacking cough. It took all of two seconds to find my nerve, dash past the swamp cooler and around the front desk, and squeeze the old man from the side. I didn’t even give him a chance to turn forward and see who had attacked him. Mixed into my flowing emotions was distinct relief that he and the small office hadn’t changed. And I couldn’t help but feel a little satisfied at how naturally my nerves had settled. Today was here and happening.


  “Bob! It’s me, Heather.” I let go and allowed him to see for himself. “How are you?” My hand was still on his shoulder and my face was aglow with gladness, but Bob’s face didn’t change its bland expression in the slightest. It was as if his mind was still filing papers in the large silver cabinet he stood in front of. “I left without saying goodbye. I’m so sorry.” My hand remained on his arm, not only to drive home the sincerity of my words, but also to secure my reality, as if my touch alone could somehow make my uncertain memories a bit more certain.


  To gather his thoughts, Bob glanced to the floor for a time, something I recalled he used to do regularly. “Well, just thought you’d left is all,” he finally decided to say with that scraggly, patient voice I’d grown to love. “With your apartment cleaned out and such.”


  A distinct breath released from my chest, but in the next moment my eyebrows drew in. “Didn’t my friend tell you what happened to me?”


  Creed told me he’d moved all my stuff out of the apartment a few days after the accident, and he also mentioned that the basement apartment of the duplex he lived in on the other side of town was ready for me to move into. What he hadn’t mentioned was the part about leaving my landlord/boss high and dry.


  Guilt hit first, which quickly turned into a small feeling of concern as I stood there in the hub of my old life, in my new life, unable to fully explain to Bob how I’d gotten from A to B. And then uncertainty came because nothing really meshed. Yes, I was back, but not really. It wasn’t the same. Things had changed. Not me, not my surroundings, but the relationships. And I couldn’t seem to work out how I was going to change in order to fit back in.


  Plus, my thoughts, which weren’t certain about much of anything yet, were still a little clumsy from the coma. I couldn’t remember several large chunks of my life. And much of my childhood was gone. The dramatic events were there, though: my mother’s death, my step-father’s drinking, the fun times with Creed while growing up in the little town of Nevada City together, and of course the last six months leading up to the accident, as clear as Bob moseying past me and slowly steadying himself into the chair behind his faded old desk in the corner of the room.


  All of a sudden, my stomach rolled at the thought of Nick; the consideration of seeing him again, in person, being in the same room with him, standing next to him, talking to him like I was talking to Bob.


  “I’d see that blue truck of your friend’s parked outside once in a while,” Bob said as if reading my thoughts, gradually stowing away a few office supplies into a side drawer. “I think he thought the same thing I did, that you’d come back sooner or later.”


  “Really? You’d see his truck?”


  “He came by for weeks, park out yonder.” He pointed out the open door and down the road a ways. “Waiting for you, I suppose.”


  Now my nerves were definitely flared as I thought of Nick, sitting in his car, waiting for me, mulling over our relationship, dealing with what surely must have seemed the cruelest of betrayals.


  Nick had a surplus of patience; it was one of his gifts, innately in him. He also had an immense amount of disciplineanother character trait that completely melted me to him. Rather than being instinctive or automatic, his discipline was acquired through experience and over time, and took effort on his part. The reason I knew this was because I’d learned how to push those deeply buried discipline buttons. In fact, I wasn’t above admitting that I reveled in it. On occasion, there was nothing more titillating than pushing a few and watching his controlled grin loosen or his calm eyes turn feisty.


  I knew enough to stay away from the temper button. I’d seen it set off twice: once by his father, and the scene wasn’t pretty; then once by me, at the hospital two weeks ago. Yes, I avoided that button at all costs. But sitting in his car by my apartment watching for me? Oh, he must have been furious! Buttons must’ve been buzzing and beeping all over the place!


  “You’re kidding. He really did that? You would see him? Are you sure it was him?”


  “Now don’t go getting all wound up on me like you used to.”


  Too late. I was already wound up. Still, my face softened, consoled by Bob’s memorable mild reprimands.


  I talked with Bob for a few more minutes, asking general questions about the apartment complex while trying my best to keep thoughts of Nick at bay. When it was time to leave, I rounded Bob’s desk and gave his shoulders a hug, then passed the front desk toward the exit. “I’ll come back in a few days to visit again and explain why I left.” As soon as I’m able to explain it to myself, that is.


  “So long as you’re alright. That’s what matters now, don’t it?”


  Smiling at his kindness, I motioned goodbye and then closed the office door on a few of his coughs.


  The ten-mile-an-hour speed limit road that bordered the apartment complexwhich used to drive me nuts and evidently still didreminded me to slow down and not be so anxious. My reunion with Nick could wait until after I went to my new apartment and settled in.


  



  *******


  



  The weather had turned dark and overcast, characteristic of a St. Louis September day. And the characteristics of the streets and structures surrounding the college were exactly as I remembered them. The familiarity was like swallowing a much-needed self-confidence pill. Besides, I had to drive through that part of town regardless, so why not stop by and see if he was at home? That way it would be over and done with, and I could move forward. Yes, that’s the logical thing to do, I told myself.


  When I turned into his cul-de-sac I parked square in the driveway, marched straight up the front steps, and eagerly rapped on the front door like I used to…okay, so I knocked softly, but still, I was there. My body was there anyway; the rest of me was still in the car.


  My skin simmered when the door jarred, and I flung my wringing hands down at the last second. But it was Meat who appeared in the doorway, not him. Meat was Nick’s heavy-set roommate who, as I recalled, had a heart as big as the rest of him.


  Restlessly I stood there while his brain registered me. “Anchovy? Holy Crow!” He’d given me the nickname “Anchovy” while on a double date together some place in my past; the validated memory was another welcome relief.


  “Good to see you, Meat. Um, is Nick here by chance?” My heartbeat was kicking out of my chest and my thick tongue almost stumbled over his name, but I was pleased I got out something remotely coherent.


  “Nah, nah.” He shook his large head, his chin wibble-wobbling about. At his response I immediately felt my shoulders relax and my hands loosen their fists. “He doesn’t live here anymore. Man, it’s been a long time. You look the same.” He shook his head again, slower this time. “Where’d you run off to?”


  “It’s kind of a long story,” I told him, smiling awkwardly.


  He slurped some spit through his back teeth as if dislodging a piece of food there. “Dang, you just bailed on my boy like that.”


  “It didn’t really happen that way,” I defended.


  “Does he know you’re back? Have you seen him?”


  “Yeah, no, I mean, sort of.” My thoughts, like my words, stumbled with what to say, finally deciding on, “Do you know where he’s living now?”


  “Dang, when you left, he changed. It’s like I didn’t know him anymore.” He paused, looking at me speculatively, and then finally said, “He’s living by his aunt and uncle’s. Got himself a place near their farm.”


  The basement apartment could wait. What did I really have to go to? Creed was at work for another two hours, and I certainly didn’t feel like being alone; I’d had enough of that in the hospital bed the past two weeks after waking from my coma. And who was I kidding? I was dying to see him.


  The decision was made.


  As I drove the Interstate towards the farm, my thoughts mulled over the past, widening to make sense of things, attempting to piece it all together.


  Before the coma, during the six months when Nick and I fell in love, Nick thought I continued to harbor feelings for some guy from my hometown, for Creed.


  The same weekend of the accident, Creed had come out to St. Louis to surprise me. Catching wind of this, my stepfather, Bill, suspected whatever he wanted to.


  Meanwhile, when I didn’t come home the night of the accident, or the next morning, and I wouldn’t return Nick’s phone calls, Nick searched out my home number and called my step-dad, who didn’t know what he was talking about when he’d said I’d run off with Creed and eloped.


  And for the past three years, that’s the thick of what Nick had to swallow.


  The first time he saw me since my disappearance was when he came to the hospital a couple weeks ago, right after I’d woken from the coma. Evidently I’d called for him several times. The hospital did some research and found a “Nick Richards” in a few of my college classes. They obtained a number and located him. That’s how he found out, and that’s why he came to the hospital.


  An interesting encounter that was. His more than nasty, downright rude behavior told me that our three year separationin which time he obviously had no idea what I was doingwas still an open wound for him.


  But I was in a coma! I imagined myself shouting at him. It wasn’t my fault! However, that small, little detail somehow didn’t seem relevant when, for thirty-one months, Nick dealt with the rage of a blindsiding betrayal. The little lies I’d told him about my family life when we’d dated didn’t help matters either. They only made me look more guilty, draining my already depleted credibility.


  Oh, he’d torn me apart right in my hospital room with the viciousness of his words. The conversation went something like this:


  Him: I don’t care about you anymore.


  Me: I hate you.


  Him: I’m out of here.


  But then, a second later, as I lay there vulnerable and broken, he put me all back together with nothing but his hands. I recalled those adept hands, how there was magic in them, the ability to soothe and caress and insanely satisfy. On that occasion that’s precisely what they had done. He stroked my cheek; I involuntarily leaned into his touch; and the unspoken conversation went something like this:


  Him: I can’t live without you.


  Me: I love you.


  Him: Don’t ever leave me again.


  That was a week and a half ago, and we hadn’t seen or talked to each other since. For all he knew I was still laying in the hospital bed where he’d left me. Or perhaps he supposed I’d been released already. Regardless, we would have to face each other sooner or later.


  Really, I felt desperate to see him, though I’d never give him the satisfaction of knowing. I’d made the decision to take it slow with him. I prayed that if we fell in love before, we could fall in love again.


  The sound of gravel popping beneath my tires brought me back to the moment and in what felt like mere seconds, the narrow road had guided me to his aunt and uncle’s front yard where a shiny black jeep was parked. The ride to the outskirts of St. Louis was a fair ways, but it had gone incredibly fast.


  I couldn’t help gawk at the beastly black vehicle before my eyes. It was the hugest, most intimidating animal on wheels I’d ever seen. The commanding, squared, sleek lined jeep looked brand new, with massive black wheels and large headlights atop that were boring into me like a big, black monster encased all in metal. If this was a foreshadow of things to come, I’d just as soon donut out of there, peeling wheels and all, without a backward glance.


  And if the current debate in my head were audible, I might have been pegged as demented: I can’t do this! Yes you can! No, I can’t! Yes! No! Get out of the car right now! I just can’t! Now! No, I’m terrified! I know, but you have to do this. What if he doesn’t want me anymore? There are a million “what-ifs”. You can’t answer any of them unless you get out of this car.


  Fortunately, behind the metal monster shone the small, humble farmhouse. The large front window with short, dainty lace curtains was what held me, so much so that I found myself stepping out of the car and my thoughts wrapping around their cream-colored warmth. Mentally, my memories made their way inside, exploring the old vintage furniture and simple, hand-made decorations that cluttered the walls and tabletops. Because a heady feeling of contentment came over me, I acknowledged Nick’s aunt and uncle’s home as a once welcome place.


  While lost in the memory and equally overcome with a desire to return my life to that former happy place, the faint hum of a tractor stole my focus, pulling my thoughts even more current and my eyes toward the large, spacious wheat field. The sudden tension in my gut told me it was Nick, at present a safe distance away, and the nerves at last went into full throttle mode. So much for today’s goal of staying calm, I conceded reluctantly.


  With an uneven, hindered breath, I angled toward the field and began an anxious advance, unable to alter my focus off the large cloud of dust moving closer and closer. For a brief second I thought about making a quick b-line back to my car, but that decision would have taken a coherent brain and working legs, both of which I lacked at the moment.


  Avoiding a few puddles with unreasonable difficulty, I forced myself to totter forward to where the dirt ended and the first row of crops began. The yellow harvest field now stood before me, large and foreboding, swaying its golden head back and forth as if warning me away.


  Dazedly, I stepped into the edge of the field and with unsure hands, stroked the raindrops off a single piece of straw.


  A memory suddenly surfaced. A memory from so long ago and so far away that I could barely own it as my own. In fact, instead of reliving the memory as if I was a part of it, I became apart from it:


  



  A guy and a girl were laying in the field together, secluded from the world by the lone rows of dry, golden wheat. Purposely they hid themselves from every other person in the world. Then they could say and do whatever they wanted, for however long they wanted, like two people in love.


  Basking in the quiet, country breeze, they mumbled about plans for their future between gestures of affection.


  During the lazy but meaningful conversation, at a moment when she wasn’t looking, he stroked a piece of straw around her ear to tickle it. He dropped his hand to hide the evidence just as she lifted hers to shoo away the imaginary bug. It took two rounds for her to catch on. When the straw came up the third time, instead of shooing the bug, she snatched the guilty hand.


  A laughter-filled tussle commenced that ended with slow kisses to her neck that drove her crazy.


  “Stop it,” she said through giggles, which, to her satisfaction, made his kisses slower and even more drawn out.


  She was thoroughly caught up in the rush and warmth of him. Every worldly care vanished as he held her in his arms, protecting her, cherishing her; because that’s the way it was between them.


  And would be forever.


  



  My mind popped back into reality when the tractor’s motor killed about twenty yards away. But the passionate memory lingered, taxing my feelings with giddy strain, the kind of feeling you get the moment your harness locks on an extreme rollercoaster ride. All I could think to do was stand erect and wait, wondering if this had been a good idea, wondering what on earth I was doing, wondering if he’d even get down from the machine when he noticed it was me standing there, like a dummy. Evidently he would, because my attention was snared by a pair of broad shoulders in the distance, easily managing the descent off the tall engine.


  Though I found myself blatantly advancing toward him, almost being pulled into the field by some unseen force, I thought better than to call out to him. Take it slow, I reminded myself. Stay calm. But my heart was thudding in my chest regardless. I clasped my hands together in front, desperately trying to keep them from fidgeting, dying to know what he was thinking as he stood there, watching me approach.


  Even through the distance, my scattered mind instantly recognized the cowboy hat. Its edges looked frayed, its once golden straw was dark and stained, and the leather band just above the brim had turned from a light tan to a deep honey brown. My long-ago birthday present to him.


  I also noted, as I closed the distance between us, that his body was larger than before, and superbly conditionedmost likely due to manual labor; he used to love building things. Did he still? Perhaps he’d changed. No question, he was different. He was more, if that was possible.


  All of a sudden I felt quite faint.


  This was it.


  Miracle of miracles, through lightheadedness and a shaky smile, I managed to stop my legs a few feet away from him and greet him by saying, “Hi,” though the pitch of my voice sounded foreign to me.


  He didn’t seem to notice. He rubbed the humidity off his forehead with the portion of his wrist just above his ragged, leather worker gloves. “Hi,” he responded as he gazed across the field, seeming neither particularly satisfied nor dissatisfied to see me. But I couldn’t manage to look at him either; the sensation was too extreme, like looking directly into the sun.


  Several panicked introductions presented themselves in my mind: I just ran into your roommate; How are your aunt and uncle doing; It’s so cool and rainy today; but there was an uncomfortable sense of ease or aimlessness in his manner that made the muscles in my mouth slacken. Why couldn’t the knots in my stomach do the same! And why hadn’t I worn a coat? I was shivering violently.


  Gladly, he took the floor. However, I didn’t feel so glad when his next sentence was, “What are you doing here?” Reactively, my face looked to his.


  It might have been the long separation, or the yellow fields, or the crisp wet air, but the sight of him standing there, so beautiful, so rugged, so male….


  “Um, I just…I was in the area.” Stupid, stupid!


  I thought I saw the corner of his mouth tip, but his bland expression returned a second later. So much for playing it cool, I reflected again with a snarl.


  His next question was not as abrasive and even sounded sincere, but he was staring off into the distance again when he asked, “You feeling better?”


  “I’m good,” I told him, nodding as if to verify the words as a little niggling of guilt hit, weighing me down a bit. It was the same feeling I’d get every time I used to fib to him. I hadn’t remembered that feeling until just now. I reminded myself that as of last week, when he came to visit at the hospital, he knew the truth: there was no “happy” family life, my mother was dead, and my stepfather was a drunken convict. So apart from him knowing I’d kept those secrets from him, there was no reason for me to feel the heaviness anymore.


  Looking back, I realized how stupid it was of me to lie. I definitely brought it upon myself. Granted, it surely wasn’t the first time in the world an eighteen-year-old exaggerated to a hot boy about her family life. And really, we hadn’t dated for that long. When our relationship had turned serious and it was time to come clean, I was ready and going to tell him. But time is a funny thing. You think it will last forever, but it doesn’t. That time, it was taken away much too abruptly. And now, after almost three years, the lies had become a way bigger deal than they ever should have been.


  “You look better than you did last week,” he said.


  I wondered how he could possibly know that since his eyes still hadn’t completely met mine. He was right; I certainly had looked gaunt and pale for several days after they’d taken me off the machines. Even now I was still a little underweight, but at least my color was back. I was strong too. And I had never lost my spirit.


  “Thanks,” I told him, but he didn’t seem to be listening. He was still staring off to the left toward the house. I decided he was purposely avoiding eye contact to help me feel more at ease. That was so like him. He could always read my emotions; he used to tell me I wore them on my sleeve. Really, I wanted to kick myself in the shin when I realized how nervous I must have seemed with my hands yanking on themselves and my body completely stiff, as if my feet were mortared to bricks.


  But anyone could see how electric the air was between us, so rather than be too hard on my shins, I began to coach myself, Play it cool, Heather. Stick to the game plan. Take it slow, remember?


  “Uh,” I picked up quickly before he could say something, “Okay, well, I should probably head back”


  At last, his eyes shifted, holding mine for a moment and then wandering over me in a slow assessment that was too casual to make judgments about. When his eyes finally met mine again, they seemed to pierce right through me, all the way to my center. I’d forgotten how dazzling they were.


  For a moment I was caught off guardwanting nothing more than for him to grab me into his arms and hold me, kiss me to breathlessness, tell me how much he needed mebut I quickly fell back into character and continued, “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you. Guess where I’m living? In a basement apartment right next to”


  My words slowed a second time when he again looked toward the house. This time I couldn’t help but follow his eyes across the distance.


  My body jolted back a bit at the sudden sight of someone standing in the big front window of Nick’s aunt and uncle’s home, watching us. The figure was too far away to recognize, but it certainly wasn’t his aunt.


  It took a moment, staring toward the house in confusion, before understanding began to sink in, the world beginning to tilt in an odd, awkward, uncomfortable way, the ground beneath my feet not quite so stable anymore.


  I transferred my squinting eyes to the golden fields for a brooding minute in hopes they would make it false if it was in fact true. “She’s with you?” I didn’t mean to say the words out loud, but when they came out, I heard their truth. They struck me like a plunge into icy waters.


  Of course she’s with him. Why wouldn’t he have someone in his life? It’s been three years. How could I have possibly thought for a second that he wouldn’t? That I could just march back into his life like nothing happened, like everything’s the same, like he’s been asleep for three years too?


  A speechless affirmation was his only response.


  How had I not known? How dumb could I be?


  Though it still didn’t fully sink in, I now knew we were thinking very differently at the moment, were in two different places, were two massive worlds apart. Still, his silent treatment and the insinuated rejection somehow found a place right under my skin. Immature, but all I wanted to say was: Then why are you wearing my hat!


  I stopped myself short, yet couldn’t help ask in the most offhand tone I could manage, “So, are you married too?”


  His unsmiling eyes once again caught mine, and for one long and charged moment we studied each other. I almost thought he was going to take me in his arms and lock me up like he used to whenever the joke was over, until he answered, “This winter.”


  He could surely see the news sinking in, see the sharp prickles of unchecked emotion. I found myself staring at the dead ground so I figured my neck muscles must’ve given way at some point. The rock sitting there was a safe, neutral object to focus on though; something to secure myself to, when all around me was the disintegration of an already laughable life. Really, the situation would have been pathetic if it wasn’t so hilarious. It would be possible not to fall apart if I could just get myself to concentrate on one thing only: holding back my utter amusement. He’d never seen me completely lose it. He wasn’t about to now. His sympathy would be as unwelcome as the girl watching from the window. Yes, his pity would kill me.


  The only thing I could think to do to prevent the chuckles was to bite into my lip. I clamped down with such ferocity I feared I might draw blood. But I had to stop because it was kick-starting my emotions, which were on the verge of congregating in my eyes. My head felt dizzy and I could feel my cheeks turning splotchy from the strain. Laugh? Scream? Leave? Plead? What does someone do when they’re on the verge of losing something they can’t possibly lose? Something they can’t live without? Something that kept them fighting for their life for three whole years? Something that’s more like Heaven than anything on earth.


  No. This can’t be happening.


  My head remained bent and when I finally went to speak, my voice cracked, “Wow.” And then a few giggles slipped out, causing his eyes to find mine. Quickly I cleared my throat, and persisted, “Congratulations.” My head nodded as if to crank the air with some enthusiasm. Keep it together, I told myself. But my throat was clogged with all sorts of emotion. “That will be…and your family…they must be so” The hitch in my voice came right then. But I fought through it, pushing the words, “They must be so” My rambling stopped short.


  Before I knew what was happening, he’d captured my chin. Softly, his gloved hand lifted my face so that our eyes met. I tried to turn away, tried to see if the girl in the window was still watching, but he prevented me. There was nothing I could say, nothing to do, and nowhere else to look but in his eyes. In them, I was instantly lost.


  “It’s going to be okay,” I heard him say, his face holding mine.


  His words found an easy path to the part of my heart that needed it most. And the way he said them, with such confidence and peace.


  I reminded myself to breathe and assured myself that he was right, he was always right; it would be okay. It would all work out somehow. The engagement could be called off. It happened all the time. Yes, that was what he was telling me. And his hand on my chin, so still, so certain, confirmed this.


  But then, in the next thought, I remembered his super-human composure, even in the most complex circumstances, remembered the subtle hints in his silence, remembered the look of uncertainty he used to give when I’d shy away, and then I saw the tiny flicker of regret in his eyes. Suddenly his firm hand wasn’t a declaration of his commitment to me, rather to someone else. He was telling me to be strong, to let go, let him go, and to move on with my life without him.


  “I better get back to work,” he said, his eyes still fastened on mine.


  With my awkward-stiff nod, he let go of my chin. But instead of withdrawing, his hand worked its way down to my naked shoulder. The pad of his gloved thumb stroked lightly along my shoulder blade. Without a doubt, it was a goodbye gesture. But it was also purposeful, provocative; and who would have guessed that a leather glove could cause such a blaze of sensation? Though I told it not to, my tummy twisted in all sorts of loops.


  I had never held false notions about my recovery process; I knew it wouldn’t be easy. But while hobbling back to my car, I found myself glancing back to the field as if to suggest him responsible for the chaos not only in my stomach, but also in my head. Yet as my eyes circled to catch one final glimpse of the male figure sinking back into the fieldthe man who once told me that real love is timeless, the man I’d been fighting for from my deathbed for three intense and unrelenting years and therefore the man I was now doomed to love with a ruthless permanence, a man who wasn’t married yetI came across the home instead, and the female in the window. The farmhouse was close, and the girl was still standing in the middle of the window, watching me.


  I turned away fast, but slow enough to catch the warning in her eyes.


  Chapter 2


  Creed had to lean down when we hugged, and I wasn’t short by any means. I had to remind myself that growth spurtseven huge onesweren’t uncommon for guys Creed’s age. Keeping in mind that we were both twenty-one now was also a little disconcerting. At eighteen I was considered an adult, but twenty-one’s when I was supposed to feel like an adult. I didn’t feel anything close to it.


  After the hug on the duplex doorstep, I walked into Creed’s apartment. His roommate was also tall, of Italian descent, an obvious intellectual, and familiar looking. And when he strolled out of his bedroom and joined us in the front room, he was introduced as, “Peter, he works at the aviation school in architecture and design for commercial aviation.” I placed him instantly as a student teacher in one of Nick’s previous architecture classes.


  “I think we’ve met before,” I told him. “Last semester” When my words registered, confusion crossed my face; I hadn’t anticipated a slip like that. “I mean, a few years ago”


  “I remember you,” he said. “You used to date Nick Richard’s, right? I haven’t seen that guy in forever.”


  I nodded, hoping to dart past the topic.


  With a wily smile, he went on, “So, you single now?”


  “And off limits to you,” Creed piped in unexpectedly. “I’m serious, man,” he persisted. “I don’t want her thinking the guy living in the house above her, and my roommate for that matter, is going to come on to her every time she comes over. Got it?”


  Peter raised his hands and made like he was backing up. “Whoa Turbo, cool the jets. Squeeze a stress ball or something. I didn’t even ask her out.”


  “And you’re not going to.”


  They were facing each other; not exactly facing off, because anyone could tell that Creed was the only determined one.


  Peter continued, “Now that I think about it, didn’t I hear something about Nick getting hitched?”


  I flinched, both of them turning to me as if I was the fresh target. “I’m not sure.” I shrugged a heavy shoulder, quietly flabbergasted the conversation was going there. But college towns were like that, everyone knew everyone’s business, especially if you traveled in the same circle, and apparently we did. “I dated him a long time ago,” I added. “And we weren’t even that serious.” It felt good and vengeful to say so, even if it wasn’t true.


  Out of the corner of my eye I watched Creed study me with a skeptical expression and I knew exactly what was coming. Creed was just like me; we couldn’t hold in our thoughts if our lives depended on it. All the same, I was surprised and botheredespecially with his roommate right therewhen he said, “That’s not how it sounded when you called for him at the hospital a few weeks ago."


  My response didn’t skip a beat. “I must’ve been confused at the time. Anyway, it’s no big deal, I don’t even remember it.” As convincing as I could, I smiled casually at both of them and then turned to leave. “Well,” I said to the door, “See you guys later? I’m headed to campus to register for school.”


  “Do you need some help?” Creed asked.


  “No, no. It’ll probably take all afternoon. I’m going to buy my books and stuff, and then stop at the mall to get a few things for the apartment. I’ll be back later tonight.”


  “Is the furniture okay?”


  A couple weeks ago Creed purchased a few furniture items for my little studio apartment below the house he and Peter lived in. I tried to pay him back, with little success.


  “It’s perfect, Creed. You’re the best.” He really was the best, but I had to get away from him before I broke down like a baby.


  “I’m taking you somewhere for dinner,” he insisted. “So don’t eat without me.”


  “Sounds great!” I managed to say with rallied enthusiasm.


  



  *******


  



  Talk about an inexplicable day, on the way to school I stopped by Liz’s place. She had been in my thoughts the past couple weeks, but I didn’t want to pile the whole dramatic story on her until I was out of the hospital and in normal clothes.


  The rain was falling in thick sheets now. I couldn’t help but wonder if my mood was responsible for the foul weather. What happened this morning couldn’t have tilted my world more. To expect a temperamental but penitent boyfriend and receive someone else’s fiancé? Truthfully, I didn’t feel defeated or sad; I felt irritated. Like a colossal weed in the garden of my soul. Also, I felt physically weak, though Doc said I could start running as soon I felt up to it.


  Was it not enough to lose three years of my life? I thought in exasperation while knocking on Liz’s front door. Why does fate hate me so much?


  I had to stop thinking about it, at least for today. I was alive. I was healthy. And I had a lifetime of possibilities ahead of me.


  Since Liz’s car was in the parking lot, I didn’t quit knocking till I was sure Liz could hear me over the storm. That’s when I decided to crack open the door.


  “Liz?” I called out after poking my head inside and getting reacquainting with the crowded little townhouse.


  “Is on the toilet!” I heard someone bellow from behind the bathroom door. Already a grin was softening my face, and I knew the lively friend from my dreams was a reality. A welcome one.


  I closed the door to the monsoon outside. “It’s just me,” I hollered toward the hallway. The toilet flushed and the bathroom door opened. When the petite girl with straight black hair and those kind almond eyes entered the hallway, my smile broadened.


  “Heather?!” she exclaimed, running down the hall and almost knocking both of us over.


  I tried to hug back but my body was pinned by a pair of dainty but determined arms.


  “Where have you been?” she squealed.


  “You won’t believe me,” I responded as she released her embrace but kept hold of my shoulders as if to prevent me from disappearing again. “I was in a car accident.”


  The expression on Liz’s face didn’t change, but her hands lightened their squeeze. “Wait, just now?”


  “No, no. A long time ago. I was in a coma.”


  “No you weren’t!” It wasn’t that she didn’t believe me, just her way of addressing the unbelievable.


  Still, I felt the need to expound. “Yeah. My body went into a coma. For over two years, Liz.” My friend was speechless. “I know, it’s crazy. But trueI think. I can’t really remember most of it; I lost a lot of my memory from the trauma to my brain.” While explaining, I found myself turned around, lifting my hair to show Liz the back of my neck where the large, unsightly, horizontal scar cut just below the hairline from the middle of the neck to the edge of my earlobe.


  “Holy crap! Ouch!” I heard her exclaim.


  I dropped my hair and faced my friend, smiling inside at her familiar way with words. “I know, huh?”


  “But you’re okay? And you remember me?” she asked.


  “Of course I do. Although your hair’s a lot longer.” I reached my hand out and flung the silky black strands off her shoulder, laughing. “I remember everything about you!”


  She was overjoyed as she hugged me again, not so tightly this time. Then she led me around the coffee table and onto the grey couch while explaining, “I heard you dropped out of school, took off with some old friend and got married.”


  “What? Who told you that?”


  She shook her head, shooing away the distress on my face with one flimsy hand. “Doesn’t matter. I didn’t believe the marriage part for a second. But I called you a bazillion times, and I came to your apartment. I thought you fell off the planet! I can’t believe you’re here! And you remember summer and fall semesters together? All the fun we had?”


  “It’s mainly my childhood that’s gone,” I explained as we settled in. “And everything seems a little surreal. I don’t have the best handle on reality yet. But Doc says in time I’ll sort everything out and my life will all go back to normal.”


  In the quiet that followed, Liz seemed to be mulling over the wild story, again hugging and releasing me, and inserting little phrases like, “I can’t believe you’re here,” and “A hospital all this time? Really?” and “I thought I’d never see you again!” I noticed Liz pucker her brow at a thought that must’ve surfaced, but in the next moment she continued talking. “Some time you’ll have to explain how it all happened, but not now. Right now you need to tell me that you’ll be staying for a while. You will be, right? I mean, what are your plans? School and stuff?”


  “I’m going to register for fall semester, today actually. The schoolwork shouldn’t be a problem since I remember pretty clearly my last two semesters before the accident.”


  The same pucker in her brow came back, and then she asked, “Do you remember Nick?”


  The comment came suddenly, guarded but sincere, whacking my heart around a bit. Not wanting to tell her that his love was as current as the morning newspaper, and afraid to trust my voice on the matter regardless, I nodded.


  She persisted, with care. “Have you seen him lately?”


  Again, I nodded. But then I decided it wouldn’t work to nod through the rest of our conversation and ended up saying, “Yeah, earlier today.”


  “Stop.” It hit her the same time it hit my emotions. “And does he know what happened to you, where you’ve been”


  Another nod.


  “Stop it.”


  “I know,” is all I could say. Obviously, Liz knew about the engagement. Perhaps she even knew the fiancé.


  I lowered my eyes to the linoleum floor and began visually tracing the diamond patterns there. Out of anyone, Liz knew the connection Nick and I shared. She was there when the first seeds had blossomed all those years ago in History class. She was the friend who heard the details of the first time Nick came to my apartment. She’d even sent us off on our first date. And she saw our relationship grow and solidify during those sweet summer months way back when. Seeing me again must’ve brought back all those memories, taking them to a more current place in her head.


  “Heather, what are you going to do?”


  “Oh, you know.”


  Liz shook her head, not only in response, but also as a residual reaction to my fantastic circumstance. Her head persisted to shake.


  “So, what have you been up to lately?” I asked, forcing a smile.


  It might have been the way Liz’s face was sympathetically bent, or the tremor in my voice, or the sudden awareness of how unbelievably cruel life could be, but an uninvited chuckle finally surfaced. The puzzled look on Liz’s face only made me laugh more, and then I couldn’t stop myself. Before we both knew it, tears were gathering in my eyes. Little drops formed in their corners and then began a path down my cheeks.


  “Okay, this is worse than I thought,” said Liz.


  “I know,” I got out between the laughter, trying to keep my mouth from pulling into a frown and reversing the emotion.


  “Come here, sweetie.” Liz scooted closer and wrapped her arm around me. “If it’s any consolation, you still look like you just walked off the cover of a magazine. That hasn’t changed.”


  I rested my forehead on my friend’s shoulder, still laughing, and then lifted my head, confident I looked more like a psychopath than a magazine cover. “I’m not angry,” I tried to say as I breathed back my emotions. “I don’t even care.”


  “Of course you don’t.” Liz patted my back, properly sympathetic. Then she left the couch suddenly.


  “Where are you going?” I asked while wiping my cheeks dry.


  “The Philippines.”


  “What?”


  “I’m getting you a tissue, dummy.”


  “Oh.” I sniffed my nose and made another little laugh, because everything was funny and nothing was funny. None of this was supposed to happen. Not the breakdown, not a despicable get-together with Liz, nothing about this day! Sullenly, I realized this was no different than my dreams; once again my life was out of control.


  The thought caught me and I said to no one in particular, “Maybe I’m still in a coma. That would be interesting.”


  “Nice,” Liz responded, unamused. “No seriously, here’s the plan. Nick is still crazy about you. Two years doesn’t change that.”


  “Three years.”


  “Whatever,” Liz retorted, waving off the discrepancy. “He still loves you, Heather. I’ve never seen two people fall harder for each other, or two people more right for each other.”


  “What you fail to mention is that he’s with someone else now.” It was the freezing, impenetrable truth.


  “Nope, not the same,” she insisted. “She’s…well, she’s…”


  So I was right, Liz knew the girl. “She’s what?” I asked while calling up the still-shot in my head of the girl in the window.


  “She’s one of those Barbie doll types.”


  I flashed her a look that told her exactly what she could do with her unintentional compliment.


  “Sorry,” she muttered. “Okay, so here’s what we do.” She waited for my full attention, then continued, “You win him back. Simple as that.”


  “And how do you propose I do that?”


  “Easy. By annihilating the competition.”


  Her slow-growing grin soon turned into our united giggles. I sniffed up the last of my pity-party, exchanging my feeling of disappointment for a different one. Large seeds of another interesting emotion had already been festering since I saw the girl in the window.


  “The Barbie doll needs to go bye bye,” Liz joked.


  Needless to say, Liz’s thoughts were mine too. “Hm, let’s see.” I played along. “Well, being hit by a car doesn’t hurt so bad, as long as it’s a square hit. I can offer Penny,” I joked, somewhat seriously.


  “That’s a little disturbing,” Liz said, patting my knee as if to subdue me, but grinning back. “Listen, he couldn’t resist you then, and he won’t be able to resist you now. What we need is a line of attack. And an accomplice.” Liz raised her eyebrows up and down to let me know she was in. “This is your lucky day, girl!”


  I considered explaining the error in her logic, noting it would be better described as one of my bleakest days, but decided it a waste of time.


  “What are your plans for the rest of the afternoon?” she went on, her tone more calculating than questioning.


  “I was on my way to campus to register for classes.”


  “Perfect, I’m coming with and we’ll talk in the car.” She was already grabbing her purse off the counter. “We can register for a class together too. Come on, let’s go.”


  “It’s okay, Liz,” I broke in. “You don’t have to come. I’m good. Really. Besides, I told my friend from home that I’d grab dinner with him later.”


  “I know I don’t have to come,” she said as she yanked me off the couch and out the door. “I want to. And we’ll be back just in time for dinner.”


  All through our outing at least twenty-one questions must have been turning in Liz’s mind. But instead of addressing them, she chose instead to focus on what I needed most, a good listener. It was on the ride home from campus when I realized that although we’d only known each other for six months back then, we had been good friends. And we would be again.


  Be it right and logical, but I found it frustrating and unfair that my friendship with Liz could fall right back into place, my connection with Creed was as solid as ever, my reunion with Bob the boss went without a hitch, yet my romantic relationship with Nick couldn’t do the same.


  As I saw it, there were three dilemmas eating at meeach one more severe than the last. First, the hideous scar on my neck; I never wanted him to see it. Second, all the lost time during our three estranged summers; how would I make up for that? And finally, the fiancé; what to do about the unwelcome Barbie doll….


  



  *******


  



  Other than a couple highlight moments, the first week of school was ordinary. But ordinary was nice for a change.


  The first highlight came during Health class with Liz. The class was officially called ‘Mental Wellness and Relaxation’ and when Liz asked me to register for the class with her, I figured some wellness and relaxation was just what the doctor ordered, literally.


  The first day of class, our mad-scientist-like female teacher, with a short, stocky build and black hair that looked like a rat’s nest, had us karate chopping square blocks of wood. The goal was to channel our energy and ultimately split the board in two.


  We started out by lying on the floor as our teacher walked us through an imagery exercise that taught how to center one’s energy. Then, one by one, she’d call a student to the front of the class, hold the piece of wood on either end and, while the student tried to summon up some power, she’d encourage them to break through the board with the palm of their hand.


  The class gasped when the biggest guy in the room went to break the board and instead knocked the teacher flat on her butt. But she was the type who could take a few punches, and dish out a few as well.


  When it was Liz’s turn she went up and did a few martial arts moves before trying to break the board. Liz must’ve had some martial arts experience because I could tell they were legitimate moves, but that only embellished her performance somehow, and out came my smothered sputter of laughter.


  When the teacher praised Liz for being able to search for her center and then admonished all of us to do the same and then told some of us to leave the room if we couldn’t be serious, Liz pressed her palms together and bowed to the teacher. She bowed. I couldn’t remember if I had ever been kicked out of class, but I didn’t think I had ever been kicked out the first day. I had to physically turn around and clamp my lips together.


  Even more amusing was how Liz’s five minute preshow to find her center produced an unbroken board and a sore hand, and my ten second recollection of Barbie in the window produced a clean split.


  The second highlight was later on in the week. Drowsily walking across campus after my Statistics class, I found myself tired and searching for a spot on the lawn to stretch out and take a power nap.


  Filling my senses when I sprawled out, was the smell of rich, damp grass. As I turned to get more comfortable, I noticed a clearing on top of a small hill where a little white office sat. The first door I excitedly recalled as the office of Teacher Jerry, a favorite professor from my Creative Writing class. The nap would be forfeited to a visit with a special friend who was hopefully still around.


  



  The walk up the slight green hill was soothing, as if the idea of being in Professor’s presence lifted the burdens off the back and replaced tension with peace. It felt almost magical, but in a realistic sort of way.


  “Heather,” Professor greeted when the door opened. “I’ve been expecting you.”


  “Professor?”


  “Yesterday I noticed a student that looked very much like one of my favorites from a few years back, walking across campus. I was correct, then.”


  A big, comfortable smile. “Yes, I’m back.”


  “Good to have you,” he said kindly.


  With Professor’s understanding character, there wasn’t a need for explanations or details, even after going AWOL for so long. Being back was all that mattered. And because of the plethora of writing requirements in Professor’s Creative Writing class from three years ago, he was fully aware of the plans to finish college, the less than ideal growing up years, the unhappy family life, Mom’s death, and the relationship with Nick.


  “How are you?” he asked. “All recovered?”


  There was a moment’s pause. “Recovered?”


  He went on, “Two years and seven months in a coma is a long time, after all.”


  The shocked face was response enough.


  “Let’s see,” he paused for a moment to recollect. “As I remember, it was early one morning while watching the news when I was informed that a nineteen-year-old Washington University student was hit by a car and rushed to the hospital where she was in critical care. You can imagine my shock when I recognized the name.”


  “Hallelujah!” he heard with a startle. “You’re the only person that was watching the news that morning, apparently. None of my friends had even heard about the accident. How does a local student almost die and no one find out about it? I was beginning to think they did away with local news around here.”


  “I’m sure a lot of people heard about it. The fact is, it would have been a much bigger story had you actually died.”


  “Thanks.” A joint laugh. Then another thoughtful pause. “But wouldn’t you have thought it strange if a schoolmate just up and disappeared?”


  “Actually, it happens more often than you think,” he replied. “Students drop out all the time. Family issues, money strain, a change in priorities; there isn’t a group any more transient than college kids. So no, I don’t think it would have been all that strange. Were these friends close friends of yours?”


  “My one friend, Liz, we were as close as you can get after two semesters of hanging out.”


  “Roommates?”


  “Well, no.”


  He imparted a gentle smile. “You shouldn’t feel too bad,” he said lightly. “She probably felt worse when you left without saying goodbye.”


  The comment brought some closure to a few nagging questions.


  “How is life treating you these days?” he asked.


  “Do you want the standard answer? Or the truth?”


  “The truth has always been my preference.”


  “Okay, you asked for it.”


  Professor imparted a dubious smirk.


  “I like my classes. My appetites back. I’m feeling strong. I’ve even started running again. And Creed and Liz have been awesome.”


  “That’s wonderful. I’m happy for you, Heather.”


  “Yeah. It is wonderful. Thank goodness I’m not desperately in love with a guy who hates me and won’t talk to me and is getting married in a few months.”


  Professor’s face turned casually amused. “Yes, that would be bad.”


  “And believe me, it’s not due to lack of effort on my part. But the harder I try, the more I can’t stop thinking about him.” The sentences connected together as if Professor hadn’t said anything in between them. “It’s driving me crazy. And the funny thing is, I think maybe I could have let go before the coma and the reflection-dreams. Maybe. Probably not, but maybe. Not now, though. Not when he’s so much a part of my life. Not when I’ve felt for so long how right it feels to be with him. Not when I’ve been dreaming about him for forever. We have to belong together, don’t we? But now he belongs to someone else. And I don’t know what to do. I act like it doesn’t bother me. But truthfully? I’m dying inside”


  “First things first,” he effectively interjected. “Who’s the imposter?”


  Eyebrows stitched together. “I’m not sure what you mean by that.”


  “It sounds to me like you don’t remember who you are. I used to know a Heather who was a strong, capable girl, a warrior of sorts, brave in the face of adversity and independent in her gentle resolve. The Heather I remember was happy not because of the world around her, but in spite of it. So I ask you again, who’s the imposter? Or have you forgotten who you are?”


  “I haven’t forgotten. I’m just…I’m confused.”


  “Then get un-confused. Start over. Rekindle that passion you used to have for life.”


  “I don’t know, Professor. Maybe I’m not the same person. Maybe I have forgotten who I was, who I am, what I’m all about.”


  “What of your love for fixing things? And the business you wanted to start with antique pieces.”


  A completely forgotten memory, the love of taking old things apart and putting them back together. In fact, in the corner of the new basement apartment is the refurbished antique lamp, decorated with little antique chandelier crystals on the shades’ edges. Creed must’ve saved the lamp from the old apartment and stored it all that time. But it was a hobby from so long ago. Three years ago.


  Could there be pleasure in that again? Could there be happiness within a lonely little sphere, without the man who once made it so happy? Knowing what companionship felt like, was it possible to go back to being alone? And feel any level of contentment? That’s the problem with being in love; if your heart’s been there, it wants to go back.


  “I was alone once,” the words came out, “and I know I can do it again. But now that I’ve felt what it’s like to not be alone, it’s hard to go back. I don’t want to lose him. But I’m afraid I already have.”


  “Your faith must overcome your fear.”


  “I’m not truly afraid, Professor. I’m just . . I’m”


  “Well then, hope must overcome whatever your feeling right now.”


  “How can I have hope? They’re engaged. He’s going to marry her. He loves her. What’s there to hope for?”


  “Answer this question for me, will you? Does the sun rise every morning?”


  The question was ridiculous. “That’s rhetorical, right?”


  “Just answer it.”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Of course I’m sure. I’ve seen it with my own two eyes.”


  “But surely it’s the earth that moves, not the sun. So does the sun really rise? Does it ever change position?”


  It was a point, albeit an obvious one. But why ever did someone coin the term ‘sunrise’ anyway? It made no factual sense. Sun-shone or sun-reveal would have been more accurate. But what did the sun have to do with the current situation?


  Professor went on, “Sometimes what we see is not really how things are. So how can we find out how things really are, or in your case, what is right for everyone involved?”


  “Sometimes we can’t,” the words surfaced after they were thought through. “Not everything in life turns out the way it’s supposed to. Especially when it comes to relationships.”


  “I suppose not,” Professor agreed. “However, I have found that one way to seek if something is as it should be, is to first hope in it. It’s the act of trusting, or the leap-of-faith some refer to.”


  “Are you telling me that simply hoping Nick doesn’t marry her will make it happen? If that were the case, not only would they not be engaged right now, they’d be archenemies.”


  Professor chuckled at the sarcasm. “This is what I’m telling you: Trust your heart.”


  It was gentle advice. Mild. Feasible. Professor always knew how to lead the way to safe and pleasant places.


  



  *******


  


  By the end of the school week I was well into the swing of things with my four classes of Statistics, Physiology, Communications, and Health. There was a funny guy named Bart who sat next to me in Communications class and called me “Scottish Heather”. We’d become fast friends. He was rail skinny, dressed like a hardcore skater, had a cute smile, and was hilarious which made for fun conversation.


  It was great to have a class with Liz. If she hadn’t taken a break for two years to work full-time and earn some money, she would have been long gone and graduated. And what a godsend that Professor was still on staff as an academic counselor. While Liz was a skillful empathizer, some things could only be discussed with the older and wiser, or, in Professor’s case, the father-figure type.


  He’d reminded me of who I used to be, “a warrior” he’d said. Funny, at first I didn’t remember myself that way. The “coma me” was insecure and skittish. But now that Professor had jogged my memory, he’d brought to mind a different girl. A girl who was a little more grounded. A fighter inside. Someone who’d trudged through a crappy past, and stayed positive through it; who’d lied about that past not because she was embarrassed by it, but because, frankly, it wasn’t worth remembering. The past wasn’t what mattered; it was the future that counted. A girl who was determined to have a happy life in college and beyond, who wanted to be defined not by the past, but by who she was and who she wanted to become.


  Evidently, Professor had seen that. He knew a lot about me. Aside from Creed, he probably knew the most. And he knew what Creed didn’t about the last six months before the coma.


  Even with Liz and Professor, school was punishing. Everywhere I turned begat a memory of Nick, and then an unpleasant struggle to keep him out of my thoughts. I coped by playing a game with myself. Every time I could get him out of my head within a minutes’ time, I would reward myself with a candy bar. Needless to say, the Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups sitting on my counter at home had yet to be opened.


  Without difficulty, I settled into my basement studio apartment, which was dim and dinky, but cozy. In the kitchen were two chairs and a small round folding table that also served as a TV stand; then a mattress and box spring were situated on the back wall; and finally a red vinyl couch perked up the petite room nicely. And of course, my refurbished antique lamp decorated the corner.


  Friday evening I sat with my legs crossed on the couch for hours, switching through TV shows till I’d run the roll of stations at least twenty times. Creed would be at school till late. Liz had gone home to visit her parents for the weekend. And Nick was…probably with….


  At the thought of them together, a chill settled around my heart. Imagining him with anybody but me was impossible to assemble in my mind. How could I, after dreaming of him for so long? His love was permanently woven in the fabric of my life, my love for him still burning like a flame in my soul. My world had once revolved around his. It was an impossible conflict. How could I hope, as Professor admonished, if he was with her?


  As I tried to exercise that measure of hope, I began daydreaming of us togetherunfortunately causing me to again forfeit another Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup. It felt much too indulgent on my part, but it was also inevitable, particularly because there was a mechanic shop being advertized on the current TV commercial. The memory came:


  



  “Hey genius, you forgot to tighten the filter,” Nick said while quickly grabbing a towel and laying it under the car where a big black puddle grew on the cement.


  “No, come on, let me do it!” she cried, snatching the paper towels and then reaching for the filter under the hood of her car. “You said I could change the oil myself this time. You promised you wouldn’t interfere.”


  “Not true. I said I would supervise. Which means interfering when the fluid that goes in your car is leaking onto the street.” And then his thumb smudged some black grease on the tip of her nose.


  “You’re asking for it,” she threatened, poking him with a displeased look while fighting off the love behind it.


  “Alright, alright,” he said, a short laugh escaping him. “Hands off.” And he lifted his hands in surrender fashion. Trusting his words, she turned back around toward the engine. But not a second later, his body was against her back and his fingers were subtly covering hers, assisting in securing the oilcan in place.


  She reluctantly complied, acknowledging his superiority on the proper tension needed to tighten the can without stripping it. Besides, his body was wrapped around hers, and all she could think of was how pleasant it felt to be in his embrace, and how essential he was to her happiness. And how superb and complete the rest of her life would be with him in it.


  Realizing she wanted to add to his life the way he added to hers, she rested her head against his chest. She felt grateful, undeserving, happy, and motivated. She thought for a moment, allowing her mind to consider all the ways she could better herself for him. “Do you think stubbornness is an inherited trait?”


  His arms went around her waist. “Why do you ask?”


  Hearing his sarcasm, she laughed and moaned at the same time. “I try,” she insisted. “I do. But I think I’m”


  Deftly, she was circled into him and silenced with a kiss to her black smudged nose.


  After kissing a few other smudgy spots, he turned her back to the car and while leaning over her to tighten the last connection, whispered in her ear, “You’re exactly what I want.”


  


  I was in the middle of this thought when my phone rang.


  “Hello?” I said absently.


  Just as I was about to repeat myself, a deep voice said from the other end, “Hey.”


  “Hey,” I repeated unthinkingly. My brain forgot to update itself and I half expected him to mention something about the oil I’d spilled, or tell me I wasn’t exactly what he wanted after all.


  “Meet me at the park tomorrow?” he startled me by saying.


  “Um, yeah. Sure.” I caught my breath. “Is everything okay?”


  “Just wanna talk for a sec.”


  I hung up with the largest gasp in recorded history. We were finally going to talk. At last, what I’d been waiting for.


  Chapter 3


  Before I arrived at the park I gave myself a pep talk: Don’t talk about her, check. Keep the conversation casual and cavalier, check. And DO NOT lose your cool, check. It had been a week since I’d gone to his aunt and uncle’s to see him, and, I wasn’t proud to admit, I’d considered every possible angle regarding their relationship. The favored one was that I misunderstood him; maybe things weren’t as serious between them. That was the angle I wished for, but not the most likely. Still, I was keeping my fingers crossed.


  When I walked around a bend and saw the black monster car, my heart fluttered and my thoughts went haywire.


  I wondered what we’d talk about, and if my responses would please or displease him. I wondered if we’d go right back to where we left off, or if our exchanges would be tight and uncomfortable. In the end, I would walk away from the park today feeling either delighted or discouraged. The possibilities made my heart beat so fast I couldn’t feel the breaks between the beats.


  As I walked closer, he came into view. He was resting against the black monster car, lazily studying people as they passed. My eyes took him in.


  And when today’s liaison is over, will I feel as excited then as I do right now as I watch you over there? Will that irresistible self-possession of yours cast its spell on me once again? And will my eyes ever behold anything more appealing than that distractingly drop-dead gorgeous face of yours and the sexy way your simple long sleeve shirt and jeans hug just enough to hint at the remarkable body hiding underneath? Will I ever get used to the crushing desire I feel for you as I stare at you helplessly? As I watch your head tilt down, then turn toward me, and your eyebrow arch dubiously.


  Magnificent, complicated creature.


  “New car?” I asked as I walked up to him, trying to shift my abandoned thoughts to more levelheaded ones, like how filthy the black monster was. Dried up dirt was splattered all along the sides, and the wheels were caked with light brown guck. It looked as if he’d given it a mud bath.


  He pushed off the car and turned toward the park. “Yeah,” he responded. “Like it?” Since he knew full well I wasn’t the flashy type and wouldn’t be impressed in the least, I took the question as a taunt.


  Carefully suppressing my adrenalin, I answered, “I don’t know since I can’t see most of it.”


  He peered sideways at me, sharing the beginnings of a sly grin.


  I wondered where he’d gotten the money to buy such a nice ride. His family was extremely wealthy but conservative spenders. I figured he’d dipped into the money he’d earned over the years working at his dad’s body shop. I’d once heard his mom say the earnings had turned into a substantial amount.


  We walked in silence until finding some shade under a cluster of tall trees. But when I saw him find a seat on the small bench to the side, a frisson of pain crawled through me. In the past, our favorite place to hang out was the park. And our favorite way to lounge was with him sitting on the grass, leaning against a tree, my head resting on his stomach. How I used to love the feel of his torso rising up and down in time with his breathing. I loved the way his fingers played in my hair. Or how he’d tickle my bare shoulders with swirls and lines and architectural sketches from his head. Sometimes the sketches would go all the way up to my neck, and he would whisper in my ear little mathematical equations that went along with the sketches. There was nothing in the world more pleasurable.


  Those were our little rituals. For some absurd reason that’s the picture I had in my mind for today.


  But it was unpleasantly different now. We definitely would not be resting on the grass together. And unfortunately, I wouldn’t feel his fingers on my skin. And neither would he be whispering in my ear. And now I would never stop wondering if our little rituals had turned into theirs.


  Still standing, debating how to proceed, twiddling my thumbs in the process, I heard him say in a wry manner, “Are you going to sit down?”


  His off-hand tone made me grin, in spite of myself. “Bossy,” I pressed back, taking a seat on the bench and then brushing the non-existent lint off the front of my jeans. “So,” I pushed on, “how are things going with you?”


  “They’re going,” he answered after leaning over and plucking a little dead stem from the ground.


  “Did you know I decided to go back to school?”


  With a light, careless attitude, he responded, “Is that right?” He sat fully relaxed with his legs spread out, which for some reason fed the little flame already working inside me. The longer I stared at him and the longer his attention remained on the innocent little stem in his fingers, the harder it was to tamper the flame. Right then I realized I was done with the proverbial bush beating and suddenly ready to have a few questions answered.


  “So how long did it take to get over me?” I found myself asking, trying to copy his same careless manner.


  His face twisted into a sneer. “You never were the subtle type.”


  “A few weeks?”


  He leisurely shook his head, either not wanting to answer or not wanting to have this particular conversation altogether.


  “It’s okay, you can tell me. I want to know the truth. A month? Two? And then what, you decided to ask the first girl you met to marry you?”


  He kept his attention on the busy blade of straw weaving through his fingers. “Your second false assumption.”


  “So you’re not getting married?” I challenged.


  “I am.”


  Outwardly I allowed no emotion to show. Inwardly I cringed, the dart landing right on the jealousy mark. “When exactly?”


  “Already told you.” And the little blade of grass went into his mouth like a toothpick.


  Into his mouth! Like a toothpick! Like he could care less!


  “Already told you,” I mimicked back like a four-year-old. If I had been watching the scene from afar, I would have fell down laughing. The response was completely ridiculous coming from a grown woman; I was so lame around him.


  No laughter came from Nick, which probably meant he was also thinking I was lame. It almost looked like his lips were fighting a smile, though. But the look didn’t last and not a second later, he said, “Knock it off, Heather.”


  Though his words were a command, his tone was relaxed, almost as though we were still together, still intimate, still able to squabble and play, and then kiss and make up. Instead of consoling me, it burned.


  “Do you live with her?” I was ashamed of myself, but all the more relieved to finally get answers to all the questions plaguing my mind over the last few weeks.


  “Where are you living now?” he said in response to my question. “With your guy-friend?”


  I shrugged.


  “You married yet?” he followed up.


  That unhinged me.


  I knew it wasn’t fair to start springing blunt questions right in his face, and one part of me said, You started it. Now cool it before you lose it. But the other, more vigorous part said, It’s too late, you’re already flipping irritated. I tried to hold my tongue, knowing my next comment was a once idle thought gone discarded. But it was no use, and out came, “You’re just like every other pickle-head. You thought I dumped you and your pride couldn’t handle it so you went out and grabbed the first girl who showed the slightest bit of interest. And you have the nerve to ask if I’m getting married?”


  He gnawed on the blade of grass while absorbing my words, and then finally said, “Pickle-head, huh?”


  With a stiff attitude, my back turned away from him. But if it hadn’t, I might have seen rather than sensed the twitch of his lips, and might have known rather than felt that it was the first time in months someone had sparked his humor.


  But I was too angry to care, recalling how he used to be able to drive me crazy on a whim. I wanted to pummel him!


  Conveniently, the tip of his forefinger was right there, nudging my chin. “Look at me, Heather,” he insisted.


  And that’s when I smacked his hand away. “Don’t ever touch me again,” I exclaimed.


  His splutter of laughter turned me fully to him. “Or what?” His eyes glistened with something close to satisfaction.


  “Or I’ll…I’ll…fight back!”


  “Will you?” He looked as if he was about to laugh outright.


  “Stop it!” I roared. Stop acting like your old self! The memories were still too painful to revisit. And this was an old, appealing habit of his: to find my temper amusing. He still knew how to provoke me, all right. “And stop saying my name,” I demanded as an afterthought; his voice alone was driving me over the edge. I recognized with discouraged certainty that my feelings for him had only intensified since I’d been in the coma, intertwined between love and hate.


  And even though we were doing something close to fighting, I couldn’t help but feel a rush of joy. It was reviving, glorious. His expressions were as entrancing as they used to be, and his smallest touch still gave me a surge of pleasure, and he was so much man to handle, and I was with him again, talking to him, a part of his lifethough what part was the unspoken question.


  As I found myself wondering how one person could divide us so absolutely, pain began seeping through my shell of anger, and my joy quickly faded. “Why did you invite me here anyway? To pick a fight with me? To upset me? To”


  “To invite you to a banquet,” he broke in. My head turned toward his unexpected reply. “I won an award,” he continued after a while, “for something I built. And since you were the inspiration behind it, I thought you should come.”


  “What did you build?” I asked, instantly sobered.


  “Just some final project for school; like a thesis paper for architecture majors. And it’s being featured at a banquet next weekend.”


  Though still curious about the project, I asked instead, “What kind of banquet?”


  “Every year the architecture department throws an awards banquet to honor the grad students.”


  “What about your fiancé?” The words slipped out, poison to my lips.


  “She’s going too. We’ll pick you up.”


  My face turned horrified. “I don’t think so,” I cried in disbelief.


  “Don’t be stubborn, Heather. It’s fine. Paige knows I’m inviting you. I’ll pick you up first if you want.”


  How my look of utter disbelief could make him chuckle, especially in light of the situation, was beyond me. His own easy response was what compelled me to take it down a notch and ask, “Don’t you think that’s a little weird? The ex-girlfriend has shotgun while the fiancé’s in the backseat?”


  “Do you want to go with someone else then?”


  What I wanted to do was pinch myself to be sure this conversation was really happening. Was I actually having a rational conversation with Nick about me, him, and his fiancé? Who was named Paige. A name I would now never consider for a future child!


  At the same time, another not-so-petty part of me wanted to simply support him. Of course, everything he did meant life to me, literally. He played so central a role there. But I had to be realistic; I could barely stand to listen to him say her name, let alone tag along on their date, see them sit together, watch him hold her hand like he used to hold mine. It went deeper than a simple ‘ouch’, even deeper than an ache, past tears, past being past feeling. It was feeling everything at once: love, hate, jealousy, guilt, confusion, all bouncing in my head until a headache formed. A fun way to spend an evening.


  “Will you come?”


  He wanted me there; he wouldn’t have asked otherwise. And besides, I was tired of mediating the hostility between my head and my heart.


  “All right.”


  



  *******


  



  Naps on my little green hillside were becoming habitual for me; especially since lately I was always fatigued. In conjunction with my afternoon rests, I’d pay a visit to Teacher Jerry’s counseling office. Sometimes I’d get lucky and find him there.


  



  “Afternoon, Professor. What am I interrupting?” The door closed slowly.


  “You’re never an interruption!” His papers were placed to the side. “Come, have a seat.”


  “He invited me to a banquet,” the conversation started that fast. “And I told him I’d come. But now I’m having second thoughts.


  “And he was so carefree and casual with me at the park. What does that mean? Does he really not care anymore? Was it so easy for him to let go of all those feelings from the past? Is it really over, just like that? Seriously, I’m now wondering if he ever felt anything for me.


  “But then there were moments at the park where I felt like we were back in the past, and it was just like it used to be. The way he looked at me, for instance. So deeply at times. Or how he felt at my cheek, like he wanted to touch me as much as I wanted him to. Is he hiding behind some careless façade just to protect everyone involved? Would we be back together if she wasn’t in the picture? Or is it really over? Ugh, I’m just…ugh…sorry, I’m rambling. I’m just not sure if it’s such a good idea to go. What if I can’t handle it?”


  “I see. That is a bit of a dilemma, isn’t it?”


  “What I really want to do, if I’m being brutally honest, is go to the banquet and steal the show. Beat her out! I want to walk in there and make him wish I was his fiancé instead of her!”


  “Yes, I can see how”


  “Say all the right amusing, witty, intriguing things. I want to have him tongue tied, speechless, falling over his own feet.”


  “Well, that would be”


  “Wipe that ready-fake smile off his face and make him feel a type of hunger that he’s never felt before! I want him to”


  “Aren’t we getting a little ahead of ourselves?”


  The wind settled the sails when the daydream was broken into. “Sorry.” It was a whisper compared to the enthusiasm in the previous words. “Sometimes I get a little carried away when it comes to him.” Thankfully, there were no fronts with Professor. One could be themselves and go unjudged and understood. “I do know that’s wrong, isn’t it? You don’t have to answer, Professor. I know it’s wrong to think like that.”


  “Now wait a minute,” Professor lifted a halting hand. “Let’s back up here. If you’ll permit, perhaps I might point out the error in your logic with a quick, little story?”


  “I can do stories. As long as they have happy endings.”


  “Once upon a time there was a couple. Their names were Adam and Eve. You’re grinning. You know this story?”


  “Professor.” A joint chuckle.


  “Now if you recall, Eve had a pretty difficult dilemma too. Eat the forbidden fruit and be cast down to Earth, or leave it alone and remain where she was. Well, you know how it goes.”


  “Yeah. She took a bite.”


  He agreed with a knowing nod.


  “And was punished for it.”


  “Yes, well, I believed the benefits outweighed the punishment,” he confirmed.


  “Professor? You’re not advising me to do what’s wrong?”


  “It’s never right to do wrong. What I’m challenging you to do is be honest with yourself. You say you’re right for each other. It’s not yet too late to find out if that’s true.”


  “But what about her?”


  “Some good, honest competition is not a bad thing. You, of all people, should know that.”


  



  *******


  


  Paying attention in Health class was impossible when my mind was bombarded with all the ideas Liz was presenting on how to get Nick back. It wouldn’t be easy, doing things in such a way to get him to let down that thick, apathetic guard of his. One point was on my side however, I’d had a lot of practice in the past.


  “Not that I really care, but can you think of anything else you might know about them?” I petitioned Liz when we broke into partner discussions.


  “Not that you care,” Liz’s eyebrows grew as if to tease me, “But, okay, let’s see. I’m pretty sure I’ve mentioned everything I know about them. She’s a tennis player, and I remember at the time seeing Nick playing basketball a lot, so they probably met by the field house. Once in a while I’d see them playing tennis together when I’d come to campus to exercise. Oh, I think her dad’s some famous, local heart surgeon or something like that. Um…thinking…thinking…”


  I tried and succeeded avoiding the picture of them playing tennis together. And I reminded myself to eat a candy bar later as reward. “How long do you think they’ve known each other?”


  “My best guess is that they met a little over a year ago. That’s when I first saw them together. After that, I’d see them around town once in a while. But I think we’ve talked through all the details of every time I saw them. Where they were, what they were doing…”


  “I know, I know. I just thought you might have left something out.”


  “Okay.” Liz got up unexpectedly, stormed toward the door and pretended to leave, and then walked back to her chair and sat. “We share clothes, money, I always tell you when you’re having a good hair day, do you really think I’m going to keep even the smallest detail from you?”


  I laughed sportingly, and then pretended to cough when our teacher ordered the class to stop fooling around and get to work. “Okay, you’re right,” I whispered. “It doesn’t matter anyway. I just need to think all of this through.”


  “I’ve thought a lot about it too,” Liz said in a serious tone, going into ‘The Thinker’ pose. I held in another laugh. “Here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to storm into that banquet room shaking it like there’s no tomorrow and looking so hot that every guy in the room won’t be able to keep his eyes off you, including Nick.”


  I caught my lower lip between my teeth.


  “Don’t give me that innocent look,” Liz said. “You know that’s exactly what you want to do.”


  “Yeah, and in my head it goes down perfectly every time. But in the real world it never happens like that. And I don’t think Nick has ever seen me try to act that loose. He knows I’m not the flirty type.”


  “Extra credit, baby! He won’t know what’s come over him. You need to infiltrate their relationship until she’s ancient history and you’re all he can think about.”


  Oh, wow. If I was going to pull this off, I’d need Liz there in the trenches with me, reminding my why I was compromising my standards, participating in this risky game, and aiming to steal back my old boyfriend while ruining another girl’s dreams in the process. Never had I done something so shameless. “This is wrong, Liz.”


  “So is losing what you two had together. Now come on, all is fair in love and war. Everyone knows that. It would be different if they were married. But they’re not. For the love of Pete, they haven’t even known each other for more than a year. And engagements are called off every day. I think I remember hearing somewhere that it happens to over twenty percent of all engagements.”


  Liz could tell that her lecture was having sway. And that’s probably why a spark of victory fell in her eyes when she said, “I’m game. What about you?”


  Liz’s words cracked open the door to my memory and something Nick once said. It was during one of our first dates and he was giving me a hard time about the promise ring on my finger, given to me by Creed. “If you’re not married,” he had said, “you’re fair game in my book.” The memory infused a little drop of hope in my soul, the cloud of darkness dispelling for the briefest moment.


  Liz was leaning into me, waiting for my response. “Well?”


  The long-ago words tugged on my will, and with tender conviction I responded, “Game on.”


  



  *******


  



  As it turned out, the School of Architecture had extended banquet invitations to all the alumni faculty, including former adjunct teachers. Which meant Creed’s roommate, Peter was also invited. And since he didn’t have a date, I offered Liz as a stand in. Though at the moment I was wondering if that had been a wise move on my part, considering the effect Peter and Liz were having on my pent up and current state of anxiety.


  Creed and I were in front trying to carry on a relaxing conversation, but the nonsensical debate in the backseat was compromising our efforts.


  “Women all around the world are hating on you right now,” I heard Peter say to Liz.


  “I’m not saying that women are inferior to men,” Liz explained. “We’re actually the superior gender. We mature faster, we have higher IQ’s, we’re cleaner, we have stronger immune systems, we live longer, and even in the womb we develop at a faster rate. Oh, and we’re born healthier too.”


  “If you believe what you say, and statistics do prove most of it, why wouldn’t you want a female pilot?”


  “Because along with our overabundance of superior qualities, we are emotional. And if the plane I’m on is about to crash, the pilot better suck it up, keep their wits about them, think only mechanics, and land that piece of tin safely on the ground. Between a man and a woman, a man would do a better job at that.”


  “I beg to differ,” Peter stated. “First off, the dynamics of a plane are such that it can practically lands itself by gliding in. Second, I’ve known several female pilots who would keep their heads on straight during an emergency landing.”


  “I feel the same way about firefighters,” Liz continued to quarrel. “If I’m asphyxiating on the top floor of a burning building, a large, strong person of the male variety better lug me over his broad shoulder and carry me to safety.”


  “You are the first female male chauvinist I’ve met.”


  “I’m not either. It’s common sense. Guys are naturally stronger. He could get me down the stairs and out of the building much faster. That’s all I’m saying.”


  “Some girls can out bench most guys.”


  “Yeah, but I couldn’t flirt with them as they’re carrying me down the stairs.”


  “You’re such a girl.”


  “Who will live longer than you.”


  I stopped listening to them and focused on Creed. At present, Creed’s warm, comforting hand was on my shoulder. “It’ll be fun,” he reassured me. “We’re going to have a good time.”


  “I know,” I said as I stopped fiddling with the edges of the jacket in my lap. I looked toward him, pasting a quick, closed-mouthed smile on my face. “I’m not nervous.”


  He stroked my shoulder, glanced at me with a little smile, and then looked away.


  There was no reason to be nervous with Creed and Liz there. As I saw it, a free dinner, good company, a brief “hi and congratulations”, and a quick exit was what the night had in store. That much I could do with my eyes closed. To avoid her, now that was a different story.


  But Creed continued to put me at ease. “You look gorgeous tonight.” I wasn’t sure about gorgeous, but I had done my best to look nice.


  My goal for the evening was to attract his attention. That was the plan anyway; a plan I’d thought about over and over since the invitation arrived.


  It had come in the mail a week ago, addressed in a swirly, very girlish, and very unlike-Nick’s scrawl to a ‘Miss Heather Robbins and Guest’. I might have thrown the invitation away before even opening it, had I not taken Professor’s words to heart. “Some good, honest competition isn’t a bad thing,” he’d said.


  Well, everyone better be ready, I thought to myself. Because tonight was going to be an interesting night, indeed.


  Chapter 4


  Maybe there’s truth to the idea that one can sense someone’s stare. Because not ten seconds after I walked into the spacious yet crowded, lavishly decorated ballroom, my browsing came to a sudden halt when I saw him watching me from across the way. My blood began rushing in my ears. Or maybe it had been rushing before, but now as the entire room went mute, it was roaring.


  With the protection of the space between us, I stared back at the tall, dark figure, taking all of him in, everyone around him suddenly falling into the shadows. I knew right then that I wouldn’t be able to imagine him with long hair anymore; his short buzzed hair made his features nearly overwhelming. Three years, short hair, and a tailored black suit transformed him into a man. He looked severely handsome. And it didn’t surprise me that he wore his suit with such casual ease, but it still had me breathless. Like always, he made every other guy around him seem weak and wanting.


  It wasn’t his appearance that held my attention, however. It was the warm way he looked at me, suspicious and yet somehow devouring. The disarming look took my breath away. Overcome by the moment, my eyes secured themselves to the floor.


  But his look brought on a memory that exploded into my mind:


  



  She was sitting on a couch at the college student center, her foot twitching in agitation.


  “No, Nick,” she yelled, trusting the volume of her voice to hold back the smirk that threatened. “I won’t let Stacey get away with this. She is the nastiest classmate in the world! She’s a liar and a sneak. Someone has to tell Mr. Rowland that it wasn’t me, it was her.”


  Heather went to get up again, but Nick palmed the top of her head and pushed it back toward the couch as if he were playing the ‘can’t-get-off-the-couch’ game with a child. It was the second time she landed sideways, and the second time she held herself from bursting into laughter. When she looked up, he was rubbing his thumb back and forth slowly across his bottom lip. Oh, there was nothing that irked her more than when he found her frustration amusing.


  “Fine. I’ll let it go,” she said with a surrendering readjustment of her backside. “You’re right, it’s not a big deal.” She continued inching stealthily to the opposite end of the couch. “And I won’t be a little tattle tale, like her. And even though I’m totally in the right, I’ll let her win, again.”


  He stared her down with a warm look, suspicious and yet somehow devouring. The look took her breath away.


  She had to move quickly or be defeated, by his look alone. “Well, I better go. I’m late for class.”


  He easily reached over and captured her head before she’d made it half way up. “Nice try, Ace,” he teased, thrusting her back toward the couch. “But your class doesn’t start for another half hour.”


  Her fall was not graceful and she landed facedown across the expanse of the couch. The laughing attack finally surfaced, nearly causing drool to escape the side of her mouth. Thank goodness they were in an obscure hallway where few people passed.


  “Okay, okay,” she gurgled, wiping her cheek while attempting to look lady-like. “You win.”


  He stopped chuckling, reached for her, and pulled her into a standing position. “I’m not trying to win.” His hands went to her arms and he rubbed along the length of them to temper her amusement. “I’m preventing you from doing something you’ll regret.”


  “I know,” she admitted, grinning back at him. “It’s just, I hate it when something isn’t fair. Justice should be served.”


  “Until it’s you who’s on the other end. Then justice isn’t so great.”


  Trying to listen to him wasn’t very easy with the way his fingertips were gliding along the side of her neck. “Don’t laugh,” she petitioned, “but if you’re going to say something that I have to think about, you can’t rub my neck at the same time.”


  He laughed regardless. “I better get going,” he mumbled, hugging her into him, making no effort to leave.


  If it were up to her, they’d run away to some remote island together. Lucky for their grades, he was the more practical type. And yet his class had started over ten minutes ago. But instead of supporting him, she pulled back and said the same sort of thing she did yesterday, and the day before that. “I think today would be a good day to skip class, don’t you? This might be the last sunny day for a long time, and didn’t you say you missed breakfast this morning? That’s not very healthy, you know. Why don’t we”


  He pressed his lips to hers.


  It wasn’t until a guy cleared his throat behind them that they realized they weren’t alone. How anyone could spot them in such a secluded spot, Heather would never know.


  “Are you planning on attending class sometime today?” The voice belonged to Peter, an architectural grad-student that was both a student-teacher for one of Nick’s classes, as well as a colleague. Nick didn’t stop coming onto her though, only waved his hand in a gesture for the guy to go away.


  The silence told them they were alone again. “Do you really have to go to class today?” she questioned as his lips continued to trace a path around her jaw.


  “Can you tell me why,” he breathed into her neck, “when I’m holding you like this,” he drew her in closer, wrapping her snugly against him, “and I’m kissing you like this,” he devoured the tender spot along her jaw, brazenly making his way to the corner of her lips, “it’s still never enough?”


  She couldn’t help but grasp the front of his jacket, giggling, holding on as if to never let go.


  “Because you’re crazy about me?” she suggested.


  “Only one person has ever made me crazy,” he responded. “And yes, that happens to be you.”


  And the memory was over.


  


  When I glanced back across the ballroom, he was gone.


  From what Liz and I remembered, he’d never seen me look so feminine. The white sundress I’d borrowed from her was modestly sexy, she’d styled my hair so there was shine and body to it, and she did my makeup soft and natural, “to enunciate my features” she had told me. The whole primping process had never been my thing like it was Liz’s, but I had to admit, she made me feel like a princess tonight. And I knew, without vanity, that my look would shock him.


  More apprehensive than ever, yes; but willing to let that deter me, never!


  I took a deep breath and then followed Peter to our assigned table, which was toward the front of the room. Don’t look back, I kept repeating to myself, doubtfully wondering if he was still watching me. I concentrated on getting to the table, allowing the soft buzz of conversations to hold me.


  When we arrived at our table, a middle-aged couple was sitting next to a girl I assumed was both another grad student as well as their daughter since they were all chatting intimately together. Liz and I took our seats, me nervously squirming and Liz sharing a hasty smile with the other three at the table.


  While both Creed and Peter took off their jackets and hooked them around their chairs, I rested my hands on the edge of the table and took a deep breath.


  Eventually Liz whispered in my ear, “If looks could devour, you my friend were the main course just now.”


  “You saw?” I whispered back.


  Liz nodded, her eyes glistening.


  “So?” I said excitedly.


  “So,” Liz muttered back, “The outfit? A grand slam.”


  I couldn’t stay there with her like I wanted to and analyze every little exchanged look because Creed had wrapped his arm around the back of my chair. “Heath?”


  I turned into the crook of his body.


  But it was Peter who spoke. “Sweetheart, you might want to put the napkin down before there’s nothing left of it.”


  I had no idea what he was referring to until I looked down and noticed several various-sized pieces of torn black cocktail napkin on my plate and in my lap.


  “She’s making confetti,” Creed defended. “It’s a party, isn’t it?”


  At first I stared dumbly at Creed. Then I released my fingers from the mutilated black napkin and swiftly began cleaning the mess. The older man and his grad-student daughter were staring at me like I was a mental case. The mom seemed a little less judgmental, looking away and pretending not to notice the scattered black shreds on the table. Liz must’ve caught the looks I was receiving, because her hand went to her mouth. Unfortunately, the nose laugh came like a rake across concrete. That rattled my nerves even more and consequently got me started. And Creed was never one to be left out of a good laugh. Fortunately, we weren’t raucous enough for more than our table and a few people nearby to hear. And there were worse things a person could do than shred their cocktail napkin and break out in nervous laughter in front of a few strangers, right? Even if the three onlookers were likely thinking we were a bunch of loonies who decided to crash the party.


  Though their opinions weren’t of much concern, I knew I needed to get control of myself. Nick could be watching at any moment. And I would at least have to act half sane.


  After a few last little giggles, Liz and I righted ourselves and I curved toward Creed. “Fine, I might be a little uneasy,” I admitted. He leaned into me and put a comforting hand on my knee while I gathered the remaining napkin pieces and quickly tossed them under the table. I didn’t bother explaining my confession to Peter and Liz since I suspected Peter knew the whole story, and Liz definitely knew.


  “Thanks,” I said while looking up at Creed, forcing my stressed face into a smile.


  “For what?”


  “Coming with me.”


  Creed leaned in even further and gave me a light kiss on the cheek, a habit he’d taken up since I’d been out of the hospital. He grinned, nodding his head toward the family across the table. “I think you’re making them uncomfortable. That girl keeps staring at you.”


  Now that he’d mentioned it, he was right; the girl hadn’t stopped staring at me. She was still staring at me.


  I felt a sudden tug on my arm and turned to Liz. Liz’s eyes were beyond and she whispered quickly, “Incoming.”


  My face must have turned an off-shade because Liz began staring into my face as if helping me to breathe.


  I turned just as he approached the table.


  Hi,” he said, and I beamed. He would never know how much that meant to me, for him to go out of his way and greet us, without her. The thoughtfulness was instantly written on my heart. I was angled upward and leaning over my chair, watching his every move, eating every word, eager to see what he’d share next. A compliment? Another devouring look?


  But nothing could have prepared me for what happened next.


  Nick made his way to the opposite side of the table by the girl who kept staring, and rested his hands on her shoulders. “Everyone’s met?”


  Wrong, wrong, wrong.


  First, we had not met. Second, the couple was not her parents. The man was a board professor in the architectural department of the college and the middle-aged woman beside him was his wife. Third, the girl was not their daughter or a grad-student, she was the fiancé.


  After all the introductions were givenme, by some merciful miracle, avoiding so much as one word in the processNick finally let go of the girl’s shoulders and took his seat in between her and Peter.


  Though I tried to fight it and though I knew it was my own fault for thinking she’d be parading around somewhere else or at home with the flu instead of sitting right by me, my mood flaredsurely a result of the slap in the faceand I turned it on the one person closest to me.


  “How did we all get sat at the same table?” I asked through clenched teeth in Liz’s direction.


  “I think there were numbers at the bottom of the invitations. That’s how Peter knew which table to go to,” she whispered back. “Evidently the invited guests sit with their invitees?”


  “But Nick didn’t invite you guys”


  “Peter mentioned he arranged for us to sit by you,” she cut in quickly.


  I pierced her with a razor-sharp look.


  She jerked her head in a few quick shakes. “I didn’t recognize her, I didn’t know,” she quietly exclaimed.


  After the harried conversation with Liz, I noticed Nick examining our side of the table as if puzzling what to make of us. His eyes stopped on Creed and studied him with mild interest, however briefly.


  I found my eyes, on the other hand, trying to avoid the girl, attempting to identify the feelings brewing inside me. The emotions were immediate, like a covetous ghost invading my body, cutting its way into my flesh. It was naked jealousy, an emotion I wasn’t used to, and one I didn’t like. I knew immediately I would have to get out of there as soon as possible, before my thoughts translated to words and ruined the entire night.


  Now that I decided to see her, I sourly admitted that the girl had some noticeable qualities. Her natural blonde hairthe sun-kissed color most bottle-blondes would die forwas rolled into a perfect French twist with not a hair out of place. Her manicured nails were of moderate length and painted in some light shade. She was long and lean like me, but unlike me, had curves in all the right places; though I was pretty sure she wasn’t born that way. Anyone could tell she came from money.


  Barbie Doll. Liz was spot on.


  I hadn’t realized Nick was watching me scrutinize the girl, seeing too much. He caught my eye and then looked away. I didn’t know what he was expecting. For the girl and I to be best friends? For all of us to become one big happy family?


  Not happening.


  While the two entrée choices were discussed and decided upon by each group at the table, Nick was engaged in conversation by Peter. If my memories were accurate, they were once friends.


  “When’s the big day?” I heard Peter ask.


  Paige, finding her way into their conversation, replied, “December thirtieth.”


  Instead of lashing out in a jealous rage, I lost my patience with the waiter who’d twice asked Nick if he wanted a glass of wine. “He doesn’t drink” I called across the table.


  “He doesn’t drink” Paige said at the same time. And then our faces met.


  Word for word, her sentence had come right on top of mine. The table turned unnervingly quiet as our eyes connected.


  Her face turned bitter and mine turned away.


  Back off, he’s mine, her look seemed to warn.


  My averted glance didn’t respond, though my blood iced instantly.


  The space between us was pressing with unspoken words.


  “Um, Jinx?” suggested Peter.


  The waiter continued around the table, oblivious to the confrontation beginning under his nose. When he presented the wine to me, I took a deep breath, shook my head, and then glanced toward Nick.


  He was looking steadily back at me, hopefully missing the rage and humiliation my face tried to hide.


  “Should we go get our salads?” Creed looked at Liz, then across the table to the others.


  Paige’s face remained even. “Yes, that sounds nice. I’ll grab some fruit for you, babe.” She gave a love-squeeze to Nick’s bicep.


  “Yeah, let’s go,” Liz answered Creed. “I’m famished!”


  The salad barapparently an Architectural Department tradition supplied by a famous local restaurant known for their saladswas across the ballroom on a sidewall. Nick and I had both never been big salad bar fans. Evidently neither was Peter, and he also stayed behind as the group left.


  At first impression, she wasn’t Nick’s type at all. She was stuffy, tame, she drank, she passed on the rolls, of course, and she liked salad bars. And she was blonde! I broke off a piece of bread and put it in my mouth. It tasted like paper. After a few difficult chews, I couldn’t hold back my thoughts any longer. And besides, it was an honest question.


  “I thought you preferred brunettes.” The comment was childish. I knew it even before I heard Peter’s muffled laugh. My adrenalin was in complete overdrive at the moment, apparently taking control of my mouth. And I’d become so accustomed to speaking my mind to him, I couldn’t just squelch the habit overnight.


  He only frowned at me as if to say, ‘Grow up’.


  Still, within his frown, I practically fell apart at the way he stared at me. Because he was staring at me. Because his face was stunning, even when it glowered. But mostly because the look drew me beneath his beauty; to that part of him I loved the most.


  After forcing down my bread with a large gulp of water, I made myself apologize. “She’s pretty,” I admitted, shoving the words out. I should have had the strength to stop there; or if only the salad bar line wasn’t so long and they had returned sooner, or why couldn’t Peter butt in when he was supposed to? But none of that happened and out came, “If only her nose wasn’t so off-center.”


  I couldn’t believe I’d said it. Where had it come from? It was awful of me. I was the worst sort of person. And I could only imagine the look on Nick’s face. I avoided it for as long as possible, eventually unable to stop myself from glancing across the table. He raised a questioning eyebrow at me, and then began rubbing the back of his head. Peter’s head was also down, but I didn’t have to see his face to know he was shaking with laughter.


  The table rustled as the group returned from the salad bar. Paige gazed at Nick with a mildly puzzled look as both he and Peter cleared their throats. Peter must have had trouble schooling his features because his face was flushed but blank when it came up.


  I shrugged off Liz’s questioning glance and promised with my face that I’d fill her in later on the bad-formed remark she’d missed.


  “I was just telling Creed about the project you and I are working on,” the older gentleman spoke toward Nick while resting his salad on the table and adjusting the black cocktail napkin under his drink. The man then addressed the table at large. “A commercial construction company here in St. Louis has been commissioned by the state to renovate four dozen strip-malls throughout Missouri. And two of Nick’s designs were chosen for the project.”


  “Jackson Enterprise Construction?” Peter asked Nick.


  “Gateway,” Nick responded, a touch belatedly.


  “It’s a tremendous undertaking,” the gentleman went on. “But the end in mind is to transform the old decomposed buildings found in downtown areas of smaller cities, into fresh modern styles. A mini face-lift to the state, so-to-speak.”


  “And not soon enough,” Paige added. “It’s high time we do something about the lower class areas around here. The smaller towns in Missouri are such eyesores.” Her next comment was addressed to the gentleman and his wife. “Did you know that some households in the farming areas don’t even have flushable toilets? Can you imagine?”


  Nick interposed, however lackadaisically, “That’s against code. Where did you hear that?”


  “I read it in a local decorating magazine, babe.” She shuttered as if it was the most disgusting idea she’d ever heard of. “Creed, Heather, where are you two from?” She said ‘you two’ as if Creed and I were married and then took a tiny fork of lettuce as if whatever we had to say wasn’t worth half a penny.


  “We’re both from a town about four hours west of here,” Creed jumped in, evidently sensing that I had already stuck my foot in my mouth and was about to again. “Called Nevada City. It’s relatively small. But lucky for us, our toilets flush.” And then he winked at her.


  My eyes quickly shot to Nick, wondering how he’d take to Creed taunting his fiancé. But Nick missed the wink, evidently more curious to see my reaction to the conversation than hers.


  Surfacing for the second time was the sound of Liz’s nose laugh.


  “I see,” Paige said softly, glancing toward Liz and then cleaning the corners of her mouth with her napkin.


  “And you?” Creed inquired politely.


  She finished swallowing and then took a taste of wine before answering, “I’m from here in St. Louis. The Gateway to the West, as they say.”


  Liz and I glanced at each other, sharing an invisible roll of our eyes.


  But Paige interrupted our private moment with the comment, “Cute dress, Heather.”


  Even though she said my name as if it were a parasite, I thanked her anyway.


  “You’re brave to wear a summer dress out of season,” she followed. “Aren’t you cold?”


  Clearly the girl missed the jacket draped over my chair. But I kept my composure and smiled. Because this was it. The moment I’d been waiting for. My time to shine. To say something clever and witty and perfect. To put her in her place.


  And I was certain if I’d taken the time to think, something just like that would have emerged from my mouth. But I spoke too quickly, and what came out was, “No. I’m warm.”


  I could almost hear Nick’s skepticism from across the table, Yeah, right. You’re never warm. I didn’t dare look at him, knowing I would feel even stupider if I caught a doubtful, pitying look on his face.


  Liz cleared her throat. “Well I think it would be fun to grow up in a small town!” she threw in. “Where everyone knows each other, and the whole town is at the local high school football games on Friday nights, and the town grocery store is owned by your neighbor, and everyone goes to church together on Sunday”


  “That does sound charming, doesn’t it Nick?” Paige agreed readily. “Maybe after we’re married, we can buy a little country cottage to escape to every once in a while.”


  The announcer tapped on the microphone, not soon enough, claiming everyone’s attention.


  What happened over the next few minutes was a blur through my over-worked emotions. Paige and the older couple turned their chairs around to face the front, while other chairs were angled properly. The award’s ceremony started, and individual awards were given out. Throughout the presentations, my jealousy toward the girl took a back seat to my utter bafflement. I tried to fathom what he could possibly see in her. The girl was the pampered, proper, uppity type; my complete opposite. Maybe his taste in girls had changed. Or maybe I was never really his type to begin with. He did give me a hard time once, when we were at a restaurant and I talked him into leaving the salt and pepper shakers loose for the next customer. But it was only once. And hadn’t he laughed afterward? Perhaps what he really wanted was someone serious and mature, someone who would be a responsible wife, from a respectable home. And that would mean that girl was exactly what he wanted.


  But her voice was monotone and her personality so witless. Yawn.


  I was proud to admit there was only one time during the banquet when my emotions got the best of me. It was during Nick’s presentation, the last award of the night. The announcer began explaining how Nick’s project had been built on-sight and consequently couldn’t be on display like many of the other projects. But he went on and on about Nick’s prowess and pioneering talents. In the middle of the announcer’s praise, Paige turned toward Nick and patted his knee to show how proud she was. My eyes fastened to the girl’s hand, and the ring on her finger. I waited and waited, but the girl’s stupid hand wouldn’t move. It remained there, compressed around his thigh. And that’s when I felt Liz’s hand find mine and squeeze firmly. To lessen the pain I squeezed back, hoping she would sense my appreciation. Heaven knew I couldn’t have told her at that moment.


  Nick accepted the award, shaking hands with the president of the architecture department, as well as a few of the department heads. I couldn’t help notice the satisfaction on Paige’s face. What a deserving, primed, lucky woman she was. And what an attractive, sharp fiancé she had. A man who managed to receive the highest honor for his skillful project; a project loosely inspired by the poor, inferior girl on the other side of the table wearing a plain summer dress. The irony took the last of my spirits. It would have been grossly out of place, but I almost started to giggle…those bipolar emotions of mine….


  “If you’ll excuse me,” Paige said when Nick returned to the table. “I need to powder my nose.” She pushed her chair back and stood, collecting the pink satin clutch from the table and then brushing her legs by Nick’s. He held her waist and moved her around the chair.


  She was going to powder her nose. Who does that?


  Even though Nick remained preoccupied and withdrawn, the air around the table seemed to breathe more evenly in her absence. Several times I attempted to act non-affected by throwing out a random comment or idly fiddling with something on the table, and I hoped desperately that it was working. I did manage to keep a happy face, which would hopefully make up for my lack of conversation.


  Shortly, the microphone squeaked and the president of the architectural department summoned all award recipients and board members to the dance floor to open the dancing for the night.


  “That’s us, son,” the older gentleman replied toward Nick. But he didn’t, nor did anyone else at the table, make the slightest stir.


  “Terrible time for Paige to step out,” Peter declared in that amused, sarcastic way of his.


  “If you ask nicely,” the gentlemen said with a straight face that hid a smile, “I’m sure one of these lovely ladies at the table will take pity on you. Though I’m afraid this one’s taken.” He took his wife’s hand and motioned her to him.


  “Heather will dance with him,” Liz said before she caught my protesting face, apparently not sensing my deflated countenance.


  “What benevolent friends you have,” the gentleman teased Nick while escorting his wife off.


  “Oh yes, please do go dance together,” Peter encouraged with perverse enjoyment.


  Creed leaned back with a sigh, rubbing the bridge of his nose, unquestionably aware of the emotions behind my blank face.


  Liz looked back and forth between Nick and I, unsure if she’d done the right thing.


  After a tight lull, Nick moved his chair back and stood, ignoring everyone but me, looking my way with a completely schooled expression.


  I pretended not to notice the annoyance hidden in his face and stood, winking at Liz in a silent “it’s okay” message, and then easily walking around my chair as if I wasn’t stepping into a dangerous game of emotional truth or dare. Without a care in the world, I began a tall, secretly terrified walk toward Nick.


  “This is some of the best entertainment I’ve had all year,” I heard Peter mumble. And then, “Ouch.” I suspected someone’s kick landed on the mark.


  We walked toward the dance floor, weaving around a few chairs. His face was tempered by a bland, almost bored expression, but there was nothing warm or even aloof about it. No, he had a definite opinion about what had just happened.


  “Was I wrong to think you and your little group of friends were adult enough to handle this?” he said coolly.


  I didn’t dare ignore his question, not when I could hear that biting note in his voice. “I guess so,” I heard myself say.


  He pierced me with a gaze, letting his eyes settle on my face for a while. And then his lips angled to one side and he briefly gnawed on his cheek. He did that when he was in deep thought, I remembered. I watched his narrowed eyes descend toward my twisting hands and I wondered if he was deciding how to punish me, until his hands came upon my ownalmost instinctively, as if by habitto still them. It seemed automatic also for me to stop fiddling and clasp my fingers around his, however fervent my skin stung from the intimacy of the heated touch.


  With the energy of some unidentifiable emotion, he led the way, hauling me on the dance floor so efficiently that I wasn’t quite aware how we’d gotten into dance position. The music was slow and our movement almost non-existent, but my stiff arms were braced to him regardless. We remained quiet, holding each other firmly for a tense minute, the silence pressing, the air charged. But soon I felt the muscles in his shoulders relax, causing my thoughts to slowly settle in.


  He had such an athletic build, and a powerful back; a delicious combination of strength, confidence and masculinity. I felt his hand at the small of my back, the light pressure causing my blood to simmer.


  I was in his arms again.


  For one sweet instant, I stopped thinking completely and just let myself feel. The heat from his body; the strength of his arms wrapped around me; our legs moving in time together. My eyes closed and I breathed it all in.


  “Have we ever danced together?” I entered the silence.


  It took him forever to answer. “Once,” he finally whispered, low and throaty.


  He was close enough to feel the shake of my head. “I don’t remember. Will you tell me about it?”


  His thoughts must’ve been busy considering my request, because he began idly stroking my back. I closed my eyes to the sweet sensation, fighting back the guilt of wanting so much more than this gentle, lacking touch.


  I imagined he was doing what I was well acquainted with of late, cognitively replaying the long-ago moments, reliving our first dance together, the circumstance, the conversation, the gestures of affection


  “I can’t remember either,” I heard him say, in a way that left no room to call his bluff.


  He kept dancing, looking past my shoulder as if completely unaware there was anyone, let alone his former girlfriend, in his arms.


  He couldn’t ignore me forever. And yet, if anyone could keep his resolve, it was Nick. This was the same guy who grew up working long hours at his hard-nosed father’s body shop, who stuck with the decision of choosing school over a promising baseball career even after his father practically disowned him, who watched his older brother die in his arms and fought through the guilt from that tragic day, who was dedicated enough to be the top student in his class. He was a capable man who had a track record of making his own prudent decisions, even in the face of adversityespecially in the face of adversity. And he was no stranger to hardship. He was strong, he was shrewd, and he was confident.


  Still, no amount of dominance could change what happened between us.


  “Not even you can erase the past,” I murmured on a quiet breath, too low for him to hear over the music.


  Yes, he still remembered. He had to. He had to remember how exquisite our time togetherall of the lively and laugh-out-loud occasions: the time we got into an ice cream fight in a restaurant and had to sneak out, the night we played truth or dare and ended up running from the cops, the all-nighters playing Fruit Loops poker with his roommates until Meat ate all the poker chips. And then there were the other, more telling moments: the way our intellects played together effortlessly, or our deep discussions where we understood each other so completely that the planets seemed to align, or our absolute attraction to each otherthe times I felt I might combust if he continued kissing me the way he did.


  As if he knew where my thoughts were, he separated us so that our eyes met. My eyes widened when I realized I had let out a soft, lingering sigh right in his ear. A quick, questioning glance stole over my face, hiding my emotions from him.


  I shifted the embarrassing moment with conversation. “You never told me what your project was,” I said. “You received an award tonight, and I don’t even know what for.”


  He didn’t respond, only guided my face back to the side of his. I waited for a minute, and nothing.


  “Did you build something for your aunt and uncles’ home?”


  I waited. Waited. Again, quiet. I knew I was rambling, but he should’ve had the decency to at least answer.


  “Are you really going to ignore me?” I wondered out loud, unable to understand where this was coming from. What was he doing? Were we now so distant that we couldn’t even talk?


  After another silent pause, he finally entered the conversation, murmuring softly near my ear, “I’m definitely not ignoring you.”


  The comment was measured, meaningful, confusing. And I wasn’t sure whether it was because of this, or a simple chain in my thought process, or the fact that our faces had turned to each other and were a mere foot apart, but for a brief moment, I imagined only he and I on the dance floor, and all those years apart vanishing like a bad dream. I couldn’t tell if the pull came from him or me or some inherent attractive power, but our faces drew closer and our innocent embrace wasn’t so innocent anymore. However wild and greedy and completely out of place the attack, my lips were aching and ready for his.


  But before the moment really got there, he sought to put more space between us and his expression turned sour. His face was mocking and his tone flippant when he said, “No man in his rightful mind could ignore the way you’re breathing and sighing and moaning in my ear.”


  I am not moaning! I wanted to shout. But his comment was so ridiculous that before I could think better of it, I slowly settled back into dance position, carefully leaned toward his ear, and then began a dramatic series of moans and sighs that would have made the most wholesome movie rated R. As quick as my performance began, his hand fell over my mouth and he pulled me closer.


  I stood there, laughing into his hand with the rest of my face now leaning into his suit jacket, feeling the vibration of his low voice through his chest as he murmured, “Quiet.” After a moment, his hand left my mouth and went to my chin, tilting my head toward his to make sure I’d heard him.


  I replaced my smile with a glare. “I don’t moan.”


  In response to my statement, his eyebrow lifted, his eyes challenging, an unspoken reference to our past.


  “Do we have to talk about this right now?” I said, suddenly flustered. “Let’s just dance.”


  I pressed my arms around him, hoping to regain some semblance of a pleasant slow dance, but his hands held my shoulders, preventing me. I held on tight, stubborn, refusing to let go, refusing to talk to him at the moment.


  “The song’s been over for a while,” he informed me.


  Impossible.


  But sure enough, the room was quiet and most of the couples were already heading back to their tables.


  Struggling to keep a portion of my dignity in tact, I tried to think of a save while standing in the middle of the dance floor, with no music, still trying to hug my partner. Only one word came to mind, and it wasn’t even a word. “Duh,” I said with all the grace of a donkey.


  Just as I went to march off, a warm hand fit around the nape of my neck, squeezing comfortingly. Instead of rushing off the dance floor like a madwoman, I slowed my exit and allowed him to lead me.


  “I hope you don’t mind them dancing,” Liz said to Paige when we all got back to the table. “You weren’t around and I didn’t want him to miss out, so I suggested it.”


  “I don’t mind,” she replied, too busy to look up, poking around the contents in her purse.


  After that, the table remained eerily quiet, no one knowing exactly where to look or what to say. Until someone spoke up from Peter’s side of the table, “Awkward.”


  Not a second later, Nick asked Paige if she was ready to go. The goodbyes were so uncomfortable that even the older couple clued into a problem. Regardless, we picked up and said our goodbyes at the same time.


  I didn’t watch them walk away together. And I told myself not to look up until I was certain they were gone. But I looked up anyway, too soon, my eyes finding them by the entrance. Though his back was partially in the way, by the way they were standing there, unmoving, it looked like she was angry. But soon he leaned into her, paused for what must have been a kiss, and then led her out.


  That was when my heart had had enough.


  It was a valiant attempt. Nevertheless, he went home with her. And what I was expecting, for the engagement to be called off tonight?


  I swallowed my dignity and found my group standing behind me. “Are you guys ready?” I was hugging my arms, adding up every stupid thing I’d done this evening.


  As we walked to the car, the combination of emotions barreled over me. The exhilaration of being in his arms again, and then the agony of watching them leave together; the contrast was almost paralyzing.


  I found myself speaking aloud, “Great night.”


  “I think it went well,” Liz commented.


  “I agree,” Creed responded. “Good food. Good conversations, for the most part. Good…”


  “food,” Liz finished for him.


  At the end of a chuckle, Peter sighed. “You’re all so messed up.”


  I didn’t know about any of the others, but I absolutely was.


  Whatever my body language communicated, Liz heard, because she put her arm over my shoulder and announced, “You’re coming home with me tonight.”


  Chapter 5


  We lounged on Liz’s bed, me staring blindly at the TV, and Liz attempting to bolster my spirits.


  “Sure,” Liz continued with the recap of the night, “I can see why a guy would be attracted to her, but really, her personality’s about as exciting as a flat, cardboard box.” Through the distorted prism of jealously, I heard only the first part of Liz’s sentence about Paige’s attractiveness, and gave her a cranky look. But Liz didn’t even notice, just kept on talking. “You, on the other hand, are the total package. He’d be crazy not to”


  “Liz,” I cut in, “I told you already, he didn’t even acknowledge me. He doesn’t want to be friends anymore, which is fine with me since I don’t want to be friends either. He’s gotten uglier anyways.”


  “So much uglier,” she responded. “Yeah, I definitely noticed. That sexy little five o’clock shadow on his chiseled face, yuck! And his body, filling out that dark suit tonight the way it did, just disgusting. And for sure he doesn’t want to be friends with you since he invited you to the banquet, and if that’s not a tell-all.”


  I shook my head, sidestepping her sarcasm. “He thinks it’s too complicated; I’m too complicated.”


  “Well, you have to admit, it’s not the simplest situation in the world.”


  I readjusted my heavy head on the pillow to find a spot that would support it. “Did I mention he gave me the silent treatment for most of the dance?”


  “You did mention that. That ugly boy needs a slap upside his head!” The bed jostled; Liz angled toward me. “Did he really say he didn’t remember the first time you guys danced?”


  Recalling the night, I grabbed her bedspread and hid my face, moaning. “And then I kept dancing even after the music stopped,” I confessed, hoping the barrier of the blanket would buffer the truth.


  Liz snagged the bed sheets from my grasp. “You did not.” Her face was cynical. But when she saw mine, it turned confused. “Wait, you what?”


  What was the use? I couldn’t change what happened. “Yep. I swear. I was so wound up I forgot to stop when the music stopped. It was like I forgot where we were.”


  “Oh, now, that’s classic,” Liz choked out between chuckles. “You didn’t tell me that part.”


  The bed sheets unfortunately remained off my head. “I can’t believe I didn’t let go of him.”


  “Well, from where I was sitting, it looked like he didn’t want to let go of you either. Although I’m wondering if that would have changed had he seen the look on his fiancé’s face when she caught sight of the two of you dancing together.”


  “Really?” I gave her a desperate glance. “What did she…what kind of look did she” I cut myself off. “Oh, who cares? It doesn’t change the fact that he didn’t say a word to me at the table.”


  “To anyone,” Liz added.


  The events of the night zipped around in my mind, darting from one catastrophic scene to the next. “What a night.” I laughed; it was easier to accept the truth that way. “It’s strange to think he doesn’t even care about me anymore.”


  “You and I both know that’s not true,” Liz defended.


  “What am I doing?” Surrendering, I laid my head against the pillow again. “I’m done with him.” It was a flimsy idea to reach for the remote and turn on the TV to find a means of escape. The screen featured a couple in a restaurant, carrying on a romantic conversation while holding hands across the table. I sighednot the soft, yearning type of sigh, but the hard, life-sucks type of sigh.


  Liz was shaking her head. “No, you’re not really done with him.”


  The TV held me for only a moment longer. “Ugh,” I groaned again, pressing the off button. I was hopelessly in love with someone who loved someone else. I felt like a giant loser. Trying to manifest my feelings, my desires, my love; it all blended into one big disaster of a night.


  “Okay,” Liz said firmly, still in good spirits. “So this is what we do…”


  But my spirits weren’t riding as high. “Between my insults to his fiancé and our disastrous slow dance, I can’t really blame him for choosing her,” I confessed.


  “Nope, not true. He didn’t choose her over you, Heather. He chose her over no one. It was only her back then; there was no other girl. But now there is. And you owe it to both of you to give him a chance to choose.”


  Liz was sharply observant, and smart. Yet giving advice was so much simpler than acting on it. And after tonight, I wasn’t sure if I could handle the emotional twists and turns of giving him “a chance to choose.” And I was also pretty sure he didn’t want that chance. But it was midnight and too late to play the guessing game with his feelings. I needed to regroup, pull myself together.


  “Frozen yogurt with tons of candy on top?” Liz suggested, jumping off the bed and throwing a pillow at me.


  I caught the pillow, heaved a long, large sigh, and then launched it back in her face. “Let’s go.”


  



  *******


  



  The turning of a new week, unscheduled hours, my favorite restaurants open for lunch, perhaps those were all reasons Saturdays were special days to me. This particular one was special because I was spending it with Creed. We went to a late breakfast together and then I talked him into running a few errands around town, most of them involving garage sales and antiques. By the time we got home it was after five and time for a rest.


  “What do you mean?” Creed asked as we relaxed on my red vinyl couch together. Our heads were at opposite ends and I was under the blanket he’d pulled off my little bed in the corner of the room for me.


  “I mean, am I considered twenty-one since I’ve really only lived eighteen years, though technically I’ve been alive for twenty-one years.”


  “Huh, good question,” Creed mused.


  “Cuz I still feel like I’m eighteen.”


  “Well, you’ve always been older than your age.”


  “What do you mean by that?” my head thrust back a notch.


  “You grew up fast, Heath. You had to.”


  After considering his comment, I decided he was right. When Mom died, things changed. I knew this due to the surfacing memories of late. Doing laundry, preparing all my meals, cleaning up the house, forcing myself to do well in school and go to work at the library each day, these were all tasks I was required to take on. But they were necessities, not choices. If I had a choice, I doubted I would have been as responsible back then. And how could I forget all the stupid, irresponsible, immature things I’d done over the first six months of college, such as lying to everyone about my family, and pretending I was someone I wasn’t? Maybe I was forced to grow up, but I certainly wasn’t a grown up.


  My elbow went to the couch-back and my mulling head rested on my hand. “I don’t think you’d be very proud of me if you knew some of the things I’ve done.”


  “Heath,” he reached for me and pulled me across the couch next to him, placing my head on his shoulder and then readjusting the blanket. “Why are you always so hard on yourself? Let it go.”


  I cuddled into his solid frame, feeling loved and understood and peaceful. There was nothing so refreshing as knowing you’re unconditionally accepted by someone, faults and all. It felt heavenly to be able to trust him completely, with my life, my well-being, my weaknesses, and especially my feelings. He would never do anything to hurt me. He was solid, my rock.


  “You know, when I was…sleeping for all those years, I dreamt about you.”


  “Oh really,” he whispered mischievously, playing with the innuendo.


  “Not like that, loser.” He received a nice smack against his chest.


  “Ouch,” he joked. “So what if it was ‘like that’? It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.”


  “You’re not serious?” I lifted to catch the look on his face, but he rested my head back on his shoulder, preventing me. It wasn’t like him to hide his feelings. Unless the feelings were actual feelings.


  Interesting ideas slowly began to circle in my head.


  “Can you think of us that way?” I heard myself ask.


  “With this other guy,” he began, completely evading my question, “are you sure you want to put yourself out there like you are? What if it ends badly?”


  Instead of restating my question that he utterly tossed by the wayside, I chose instead to answer his. “Honestly, I don’t know. But what are my options?”


  “You have options,” he said in a way that made me think he might not want to evade my question after all.


  “And you’re one of them?” Forcing myself up too fast for him to prevent me, I sat upright, expecting to see dimples. To my distress, there was a straight face instead.


  “You and I can’t go there, Creed,” I said quickly, looking down as I admitted this next part. “It’s selfish of me, but I need you too much to risk that and have it not work out.


  “How do you know it won’t work out?”


  “I just know. You can’t be intimate with someone and then go back to being friends. It just doesn’t work that way. And I can’t risk not having you in my life. You’re the only family I have. And even if you weren’t, you mean too much to me.”


  “My point exactly. And you think no two people in the entire world have ever kissed and then decided to be friends?”


  “No two people as close as we are.”


  “A kiss is not that big of a deal, Heath. People kiss all the time.”


  “No they don’t. If they do, they shouldn’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because a kiss is…it’s one of the most intimate gestures you can share with someone.”


  “Don’t get me wrong. I’m really glad you think that. But”


  “How did this conversation get to kissing, anyway?” I interrupted him. “Can we talk about something else?”


  He chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you embarrassed around me. Except maybe the time in 10th grade when I walked into your room while you were in your underwear. Do you remember that?”


  I laughed, grateful for the comedy relief. “I remember telling myself over and over that you saw about as much as you would if I were wearing a two-piece bathing suit.”


  “Generally bathing suits aren’t grey jersey material and just thin enough to wreak havoc on a high school kid’s imagination. I think I took a cold shower every day for three months straight. And I was purposely avoiding you.”


  I stared at him in disbelief. “Stop it. No you weren’t.”


  “Oh yes, I very much was.”


  “Creed, you can’t tell me things like that. The barriers get too confusing. I don’t want that.”


  He laughed again, without me.


  Though his short blonde waves still softened his handsome face, his aura was all confidence and strength. He wasn’t the boy I’d left behind all those years ago when I took off for college. He was a man now; the type of man who went for what he wanted, and usually got it.


  And I loved that about him.


  Maybe it was because I wasn’t laughing with him like usual, that he teased a little. “Where’s the daring girl I used to know?” he jokingly replied as he cuddled me back into him. “You don’t need to be embarrassed around me.”


  I was certain that at any other time, in any other circumstance, I would have had second thoughts about what was coming. And it would have been a way bigger deal. But I was mad that he made reference to not knowing me anymore, or that I’d changed in some small way. Because I really wasn’t sure, maybe I had changed. And I didn’t like the way that felt.


  And yet, we had just been lying so comfortably under the blanket, and everything had been perfect then, and why had he ruined it? And that made me even angrier. And the lone lamplight dimmed the room, and our faces were already so close, and I was sleepy and wistful, and on paper he was everything I wanted in a man, and still, there was nothing he could have said to make me tilt my head toward his. Except the part about me being different.


  Sensing a shift in my will, he lifted my chin so that our faces met.


  During the small pause, when I closed my eyes, I smelled a more concentrated scent of Creed. I loved his smell; it reminded me of crisp autumn leaves, or a rich rainforest.


  Before I had another coherent thought, his mouth descended on mine like a leisure cloud cover on a sunny day. His lips were soft and pressed warmly against mine. It wasn’t awkward like I thought it might be. During the kiss, he even sat up for a moment to readjust himself. He definitely knew what he was doing. In fact, I now had a few curious questions for him about what went down the past few years while I slept.


  “Hm,” I said when we broke the kiss and opened our eyes. “How do you know how to kiss, Creed? And so good?”


  “But not as good as him?” he whispered near my lips.


  “It’s not that.” My head bent down half an inch. “It’s just, when I kiss him, I can’t even speak afterwards.”


  “Here, let me try again.” He didn’t hesitate to lean in for another, and the readiness of it almost caused me to laugh.


  It wasn’t appropriate at the time. In deed, it would have offended Creed to tell him how much I really felt toward Nick. And even if I wanted to, I didn’t know if I could. Why had I fallen so thoroughly in love with Nick? True, he made me laugh, smile, feel safe and wanted. But that was true with Creed also. Then why Nick as opposed to someone else?


  Wow, Creed sure knows how to kiss. My stomach’s starting to tingle.


  “Okay,” my hands pushed his chest back so we could see each other without having to go cross-eyed. “Say we’re at a party and I started acting wild and crazy, like dancing on top of a table or something. What would you do?”


  “I would be wild and crazy with you.”


  “See, Nick would probably laugh a little, then haul me off the table, throw me over his shoulder, and tell me to calm down. I think I need someone like that.”


  Apparently Creed was still recovering from the fact that we’d just made out because his breathing was heavy and his eyes were in a trance with the couch cushion.


  “I don’t know,” I continued explaining, a little out of breath myself. “Maybe it’s because I never had a father-figure around, and so I want that feeling of someone being in charge, taking control of me, challenging me.”


  A few more moments passed; he was still dazed. It was like a spell was cast on him; he wouldn’t move. I had to admit, he wasn’t the only one shaken. We ended with our arms wrapped around each other, hugging.


  After a while, we leaned back against the couch again, wrapped up in the blanket, and then my head rested against his shoulder.


  I loved Creed; I would always love Creed. Where I put my trust in him, my devotion went to Nick, however hopeless.


  The predicament, if I wasn’t mistaken, was that romantic love needed both trust and devotion…….


  “You awake?”


  “Yep,” I told him, forcing myself to sit up. “Did I fall asleep?”


  “We both did.”


  Nighttime was peaking through the short, basement windows. “What time is it?” I asked, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. “I’ve been so sleepy lately.”


  “Eight thirty.”


  “Already?”


  I heard him mumble back, “There it is again. Thought I heard something.” We lifted up, the blanket tangling us together.


  Just as I was about to tell him I hadn’t heard anything, I heard it.


  A single rap.


  My heart stopped at the memorable knock.


  “Come in,” Creed yelled before I could stop him.


  As the door opened and the cold night elbowed its way in, I awakened to a lively sense of Nick’s presence and instantly shrunk back into the blanket. All my dizzy mind could do was imagine the view he was absorbing as he crossed the threshold and came inside. The scene left hardly any room for assumptions. A small room lit by a lone bulb, tousled sheets twisted over us, our bodies half lying on each other, our faces heavy-eyed and swollen. It looked worse than bad.


  He glanced around the studio apartment with interested calm, advancing toward the table and placing a jacket over the seatback.


  “My jacket,” I managed to say through the muzzy, uneasy hush. But what I meant was, ‘It’s not what it looks like’, and ‘What are you doing here?’. I’d created several scenarios of what it would be like the first time he came to my apartment, but spooning with my best friend on the couch was definitely not one of them.


  “You left it at the banquet,” he said, his eyes scanning over the room and landing on my rumpled bed in the corner.


  I heard Creed from somewhere to my left. “What’s up, man. How’s it going?”


  “Hey,” Nick eventually answered, still preoccupied with his examination.


  I would have rather had a tooth pulled than attempt to explain myself or address the situation or even talk to him at the moment. But something inside me couldn’t take the silence; even if I wouldn’t allow myself to speak what was on all of our minds. “I don’t understand,” I questioned. My mind’s eye quickly went to that night, the board professor and his wife leaving the table last; did they pick up my forgotten jacket? Give it to him later on? “How did you get my jacket if”


  When his eyes fell on mine, my words cut out. He gazed at me with a stillness that caused my skin to crawl. The intensity of his stare wasn’t harsh or angry, but it cut me to the core. And as hard as I tried, I lacked the ability to both look away or speak.


  “My table, my guests,” he said as his eyes held me.


  If there were valid reasons beforeand I knew there were as I devoured him standing there in all his cynical charmthe current reasons were even more binding. Three solid years of dreaming about Nick tethered me to him, and there was no stopping my feelings, no turning back or turning off the absolute attachment I felt for him.


  “Want to flick on the light switch over there?” Creed asked him, helping to lighten the moment.


  Nick glanced at Creed as if he’d interrupted out of turn, then returned his stare to me. “Sure,” he said, but made no effort to move.


  The last thing I wanted was for an argument to ensue. Rolling out of the sheets, I stood upfully dressed, I made certain he notedand strode over to the light switch, passing him in the process and making deliberate eye contact.


  True, I had been snuggling. True, I slept in Creed’s arms. And yes, I even kissed him. But none of those were reasons to warrant my guilt. And even if they were, Nick had zero right to make me feel that way. And I told him so with my eyes.


  But in that one little spot that no one was allowed, I hoped he felt a modicum of what I had been feeling over the past few weeks. And if it included acute jealousy, all the better.


  Creed eventually stood, untangling the blanket from his body and then addressing Nick with sociable regard. “How’s that big strip mall project going? It starts next week, right?”


  In that subdued way of his, Nick took his time to answer, waiting till the light switch went on and I found a spot to lean against on the opposite side of the table. And when he finally did respond, it was with calm reserve.


  But Creed continued asking probing questions and Nick persisted to answer them, brief and to the point. They carried on a conversation. And all I could do was lean against the table and watch them, back and forth, in disbelief.


  My mind was so busy attempting to assimilate what was taking place and the implications of it all, I missed their entire conversation.


  When the conversation turned quiet, and before I knew it, I found myself saying goodbye and listening to the door close.


  Absently, I watched Creed fold my bedspread, place it on my bed, and then head into the kitchen. “Are you hungry?” he asked.


  Somehow, I found my way into the chair in front of me. “What just happened?”


  Contrary to my over-thinking, it didn’t pass my notice that they were sizing each other up during their entire little chat. Nor did I miss the part when Creed mentioned something about Nick’s extraordinary loyalty to his endeavors, at which point Nick’s lips curved ever so slightly, communicating that the jab was noticed, but had not injured. Still, the fact that they bantered back and forth….


  I went through the natural sequence of thoughts in my head, finally ending with a culminating, “Are you guys friends now or something?”


  Finding a seat next to mine, he gave me a handful of red grapes while shaking his head. “The guy’s not looking for friends.”


  After Creed left I remained at the table, chewing on grapes as the possibilities loomed before me as big as my future, yet just out of grasp. And what frightened me most was settling for something less than the feast of color and life and ultimate desire that plowed over me the instant Nick stepped foot in my apartment.


  



  *******


  



  On a Tuesday I had my first visit with Dr. Adams. According to my discharge papers, monthly ongoing psychiatric evaluations were mandatory for a full year beginning on my hospital release date. I thought it kind of cool that I had to see a shrink, if only to know what people do when they visit theirs.


  It was uneventful. I took a written test, did a few physical exercises to test my dexterity and hand-eye coordination, and then talked with Dr. Adams about what I’d been up to since being released from the hospital.


  “You do know how amazing you are, right? I had a post-coma patient in this morning who had to undergo two hours of speech therapy. How does that sound for a fun time?”


  “Not so fun,” I said, smiling at how he always tried to make me feel ahead of the rest; like I was special; his own personal, praiseworthy success-story.


  “And what about your long-term memory? Are the memories coming back to you in a logical manner?”


  “Yeah,” I said, adjusting my body on the couch. I’d asked if I could lie down just to enjoy the stereotypical experience, to imitate the “I’m-visiting-my shrink” scenes in the movies. He’d gotten a kick out of my request, laughed at first, and then humored me. “I still have a hard time with my childhood, though.”


  “Which is normal, Heather. There’s a high possibility you might never recover those memories.”


  “Yeah, I know,” I told him. “I’m not too worried about it.”


  “What I’d like to know,” he went on, “is if your more current memories are working themselves out. Is there anything strange or out of the ordinary about them?”


  “There is something that I’ve been thinking about. In my reflection-dreams I remember feeling a lot of self-consciousness and anxiety at times. But I’m not sure if that’s true to reality. Could I have felt that way in my dreams, but not in real life? Do you get what I’m saying? Could I have over-exaggerated my emotions? Like coming out here to school, for example. I know I was really nervous to start college. But I think in real life I was more nervous-excited rather than nervous-fearful like I remember from the dreams. Is that possible?”


  “Very,” Doc nodded. “In fact, that is one of the symptoms of PRS comas. If you were scared and confused and insecure right after the accident, it’s likely you incorporated those feelings into many parts of your dreams.”


  “And when I first met Nick. It’s almost laughable to think about how exaggerated my feelings were about him; his touch, his voice. I should have known I was dreaming, just by how extreme my first feelings were about him.”


  “No, there’s no way you could have known. Technically, you’d lost those memories. And when your subconscious pushed them forward again, of course they’re going to be exaggerated. You have to remember, you’d already developed relationships with everyone you “met” in your dreams. Imagine how peculiar that would be to meet your best friend from a former life, for the first time in a new life. That’s sort of how it was for you.”


  “That’s so trippy. It explains a lot about how I remember myself from my dreams. The situations were accurate, but my feelings were completely embellished.”


  And that’s exactly what I’m wondering about. Has there been anything strange or different about your life recently?”


  “Like what? Is there something else I’m supposed to be looking for?”


  “No, no, not at all. I don’t expect any complications with you. We wouldn’t consider overstated feelings in your reflection-dreams to be a complication. That is very normal. A little confusing for you, perhaps, but normal. And you’ve already shown no adverse effects physically or mentally, which are the most common complications that occur post-coma. However, recovering from a reflective coma can be different than recovering from a normal one.”


  “How so?” Done lying down, I shifted my body to sit up.


  “For one, with reflective comas a ‘reaction’ can occur. I think I mentioned something about this before. I haven’t since because it doesn’t seem relevant in your case. But I would still like you to report anything out of the ordinary, particularly with regard to reflection memories that don’t coincide with what you know now.” After considering something for a moment, his fingers drew his glasses from the chain dangling down his chest and lifted them to the bridge of his nose, the motion bringing him out of his thoughts and back in the room. “All right Heather, if that’s everything, let me fill out the paperwork, and then we’re just about done here”


  “Wait, what is that again?”


  Dr. Adams wrote some notes on the bottom of the paper inside the folder. “The paperwork?” he asked absently.


  “A reaction. I remember talking about it, but I can’t remember what you said.”


  He turned the page over and continued to checkmark a few boxes on the backside. “Let’s see,” he said into the folder, making a few last marks. “Um, reactions.” When his eyes checked both sides of the page, he leisurely dated and signatured the bottom, secured the pen in his shirt pocket, and then finally removed his glasses again. “Reactions. Let’s see. Yes, sometimes when a patient pulls out of a reflective coma they have a difficult time separating fact and fiction where their memories are concerned. Those coma dreams that you had while you slept, the reflection-dreams? You’ve accepted them as part of your past, right?”


  With my brows furrowed, I nodded.


  “The problem arises when some of the memories from those dreams are not valid, not real, made up by your imagination. That’s what a reaction is: when you can’t let go of a false idea and pull it into your current life, creating an artificial world around you. Are you worried you might have specific memories that fall into this category?”


  I thought for a moment, deciding there were no memories from my dreams that I questioned. Or maybe it was that I didn’t want to question them. That if I did, I might find something I didn’t like. But wouldn’t I already know if something about my memories were amiss? “No, not that I can think of,” I told him, answering honestly.


  “Okay, good.”


  Before I left, he asked how my social life was faring. I failed to mention the part about kissing my lifelong friend for the first time, as well as sabotaging a relationship while attempting to steal my boyfriend back, responding instead like I usually did, positively.


  It wasn’t a lie; I was plugging along. Not quite without guilt or hope, but with something close to subdued optimism. I hadn’t given up. How could I give up on feelings so vital and active? Even if I wanted to, if I wanted to turn off my feelings for Nick and turn them on for Creed, I couldn’t. What’s worse, the wrongness of what I was feeling toward Nick was entirely irrelevant. Though I certainly wasn’t ignorant to the sin of wanting to break up an engagement, I was powerless to squelch the desire. It was a disgraceful flaw in my personality, and I didn’t like it in the least.


  Notwithstanding, and though I told myself that being apart was the best way to forget him, it was with great longing and impatience that I anticipated the next time we’d meet.


  


  *******


  



  I wasn’t proud to admit that I spied on Creed when I heard a girl at the door above mine. I actually peeked through the blinds on the high, basement front window to watch. He left with her, obviously for a date since she was dressed to impress. And of course he was dating, he was a guy after all. If I had any doubts about his Friday nights before, his skillful kisses erased every single one of them. I watched them leavewhat was it with blondes? I was beginning to hate them!and he must’ve said something funny because she went into a fit of giggles and then grabbed his shoulder like she was going to fall over.


  Typical.


  Jealousy was a complicated word. I wouldn’t have called it that, though some part of me did feel anger. I was pretty sure it was a healthy kind of aggression, though. If she messed with Creed, she’d answer to me. He deserved the best.


  I wondered what it meant that he came home an hour later, alone. Wonder was as far as I allowed my considerations to go.


  



  Chapter 6


  A drawn-out but productive week later, I happened upon his car. I was walking to Health class with Liz, and his big, black monster jeepwith dirt splattered all over the tires and sideswas parked in the parking lot next to the field house fitness building.


  I wondered as I had before, but aloud this time, “Do you think he has some covert job with the government where he transports secret agents up a mountain every morning?”


  “Or he has a large puddle of mud in the front of his driveway,” Liz offered.


  “Yeah,” I agreed sheepishly. “That’s sounds more realistic.”


  Liz patted my shoulder, sympathetic to my sensationalizing when it came to him. I led her around the car and walked toward the building, opening my mouth to take a deep breath and unfortunately filling my stomach with an air-full of small lively jumping beans. “Hope I don’t run into him.”


  “Well, either way, you look great.” She styled a stray lock of my hair. “Honestly girl, when you wake up you look pretty. It’s what I hate most about you.” And then she gave me a hug before taking off to her dentist appointment.


  I hugged her back and walked away, thinking that my head wouldn’t fit inside the approaching door if I believed every compliment that came from her. But I supposed that was what good friends were for. I finished my grin just before entering the building.


  As I walked past the basketball courts I quickened my strides, telling myself that if I didn’t look straight ahead, I would be punished with sprints later that night.


  To my grief and elation, I heard a conversation in the court I was passing. “I got to split, man,” some fellow said. “See ya, Richards.”


  “Yup,” Nick replied. My face turned automatically and watched him pull up with a languid fade-away shot that most likely drained right through the basket; but I couldn’t be sure since my eyes chose him instead of the ball.


  I wondered why in the unfair world he had to be so darn tall and broad shouldered. Really, was there a physique any more textbook? And his movements were smooth and relaxed, with a confidence behind them that would intimidate the best of opponents; or, at the very least, make them envious.


  Without deciding to, I leaned against a bleacher seat, keeping distant enough to go unseen but near enough to see. To stand in silence and watch him shoot three pointers for hours would have been enough. But something about the purpose behind his movements enticed me to draw closer.


  As I quietly moved through the narrow line of seatsabsently counting his shots in my headI thought about how once upon a time, a few years ago, I was able to get under his skin just enough to make him lose that stellar focus of his. Nine, I continued counting, absently moving closer. He was definitely on a roll. Privately, I wondered if he’d continue his streak if he was aware of his audience.


  SWOOSH.


  “Ten for ten,” the words dumped out of my mouth in a quick plop of surprise. Just as I was about to dive under the bleacher seats, I caught the slightest pause in his step and froze.


  But rather than turn to face me, he reset and pulled up to shoot.


  SWOOSH.


  I remained still as I watched him rebound his shot. Louder this time, and with an air of challenge in my voice, I hollered, “Eleven for eleven.”


  He finally acknowledged my presence before letting shot number twelve ride. “You doing that on purpose?” he said toward the rim.


  SWOOSH.


  My nerves were gone, lost in the fact that my pride was done with his shooting streak. I made my way to the court and, while walking toward him, suggested, “How about getting beat in a friendly game of Pig.”


  “Don’t think so.”


  “Because you don’t want to get worked?”


  As easy as he glanced my way and gave me a once over, he turned back to the rim. “That cute little smile of yours might work on others guys”


  A reference to the scene in my apartment?


  But when he finished with, “Save it for someone else,” the personal scratch stung a little.


  Pasting the same ‘cute little smile’ on my face and determined to keep it there just to annoy him, I countered with four words that sounded even sillier going out of my mouth than they did coming in my head. “I don’t like you.”


  How his simple chuckle could put me right in my place….


  To top it off, he had the gall to say, “I feel exactly the same about you.”


  “Oh really,” I pressed back, keeping it light. “And what have I done to you?”


  With that perpetual, careless grin he answered, “For starters, you’re a distraction.”


  “Come on, Richards, you of all people can handle a little distraction.”


  He looked directly at me for the first time. “You’re not a little one, Robbins.”


  In the expanse of an unknowing pause, he dangerously added another string to the flaxen chord that bound us. It was subtle; just a look. But I knew the look immediately: a feisty, primal look, the same one he used to give way back when, just before his mouth captured mine. The little glance, with that dark and delicious craving in his eyes, was a call to action; a direct, naked taunt. Stay, he dared, and suffer the consequences. Interesting, for such a closed person, how easily I read his thoughts. I felt a surge of pleasure spread through me, so full it was almost indecent.


  “And besides,” he left the moment with a turn toward the basket and another shot attempt, “you can’t shoot from the left if your life depended on it.”


  As I struggled to regain composure, out came the counter, “I think you’re scared.”


  He dribbled, taking my words and working them around a bit as he did the basketball. Then he pulled up for a shot, and missed. The ball was rebounded and rolled my way, bouncing low toward my knees. “I’m more afraid of plucking corn.”


  Both of us were grinning now, not the happy-go-lucky kind of grin but the “You think you can handle me?” kind. I was glad to know the three-year separation had not affected our being so in sync with each other.


  With lingering anxious energy, I picked up the ball and rolled it around my hands a few times. Then I dribbled a little, my lips automatically curving to mirror his. “So, I guess we’re enemies now?” I asked casually, warming up with a few determined shots, from the right side.


  He rebounded the ball and passed it back to me. “I’m pretty sure we’ll never be friends.”


  A reactive little notch line appeared between my eyebrows.


  It wasn’t so much what he said, because frankly he was right. There were only two options for us: together or apart. It’s how he said it that bothered me. Blunt and unemotional, as if he were talking to a stranger at the grocery store. Didn’t he realize it was well and fine for me to act that way, but not the reverse?


  He would need to be beaten in this friendly game of Pig, and beaten badly.


  “Should we see how you do from the left?” he asked after five minutes and a “P” and “I” already earned by me.


  “Why not?” I answered, still working his concentration and doing whatever I could to get under his skin. “Because I thoroughly enjoy watching your tongue hang out like a panting dog every time you shoot. Now I have a better angle.”


  Maintaining the barrier of his smile, he went on, “Are you flirting with me?” He pulled up, his lips open and his tongue out a bit further than normal, and nailed the shot from the left. “You’re a dirty little player, aren’t you?”


  I wondered if anybody had ever swooned solely from a stupid, absurdly sexy tongue wag.


  “Don’t flatter yourself,” I barked back, running down his rebound, wanting instead to hightail it out of there, or play dead, or somehow remove myself from the heated effect he was having on me. I knew this was a bad idea.


  To dribble the ball to his chosen distance and then line up left of the key, I had to call up all my athletic skills. And still, I was off balance. Unsurprisingly, when I went to shoot, my arch wasn’t high enough and instead of the shot going in like his did, it bounced off the front of the rim.


  G.


  “Was that three already?” he asked innocently. “I believe that’s ballgame. Or is it Pig-let now?”


  “It’s always Piglet, you know that.” I didn’t move from the shot spot. “Let me see the ball.” He tossed it to me, amused. It wasn’t good on my temper for my second shot from the exact same spot to miss in a similar fashion, bouncing off the front of the rim.


  “You need to use your legs,” he said. Wrong time for a shooting lesson.


  “And what kind of wimp goes for a girl’s weak spot to win a game of PIG?” I snapped back.


  With my arms outstretched and my hands beckoning, I called for the ball a third time. And then a fourth. Because I would make this shot!


  He grinned, bounce-passing the ball to me once again. By the time my fifth shot hit the backboard, missing the rim entirely and then rolling back toward me, I was livid.


  I could see it in his eyes, the satisfaction he got from riling me. And he wasn’t finished. “For a girls who’s athletic, you sure”


  The ball went flying toward him. He was close enough to catch it and my hand simultaneously as he let out a small bout of laughter. I grabbed at the ball for another strike, preferably at his face this time, while he caught my waist with his other hand.


  “Easy, heater,” he chuckled, wrestling me into him.


  And why did the jerk have to use those cute little nicknames on me?


  “You wanna see my heat?” I growled back as I grappled with him, trying to strip the ball.


  “I’ve seen your heat,” he said through another laugh, “and it’s not that impress. . . What is that?”


  The change in his tone slowed my fight, and I suddenly realized with a drainage of blood from my face that my hair wasn’t covering my scar. Quickly, I pushed away, almost falling to my knees in the process, and pulled my hair down. “It’s nothing.”


  His eyebrows drew in. I hadn’t seen an earnest expression on him in such a long time, and it took me off guard. “Come here,” he said, grabbing too fast for my hand to dodge his, and then urging me close again.


  The fear and panic in my eyes must’ve made him pause.


  “There you are,” a female voice lilted through the gym. Our heads turned in unison.


  Paige.


  “I’m done with my test,” she spoke in a questioning voice.


  Speechless didn’t begin to describe it, though that certainly was one of my several reactions. Along with a shot of fire that went zipping through my veins, like hot concrete on my bare feet. I backed out of her fiancés arms.


  “Am I interrupting?” Her innocent eyes went straight to Nick.


  “Heather Robbins, Paige Westwood, you remember each other?” Nick spoke to both of us and I nodded as if I expected to see her there.


  In some distant part of my brain I knew exactly what to say, how to fix this. But I didn’t want to. And really, it wouldn’t fix anything about this mess.


  “I’ll grab my stuff,” he finished, walking toward the locker room with his ball dangling from his hip, leaving both of us in a loud silence.


  Silence, until a short laugh from his direction barely made it to my ears.


  Was that him? Seriously? Did he really just laugh? I almost turned around and yelled at him from across the court. There was nothing remotely funny about what just happened. Nothing. Worst of all, he left me all alone with her. Did he think I was some goddess of self-possession? A real superhero or something? Like I could handle all of this in stride? That I’d rise to the occasion and be the bigger person? Was this some sort of test? Why was he constantly testing me? First the banquet, and now this. And what, the one with the most superpowers wins?


  Haha, yeah, really funny.


  I shifted my eyes around the gym. “Alright, then,” I said under my breath, turning to leave. After all, what did we have to say to each other?


  Sadly, she had the answer to that question.


  “Who do you think you are?” She moved toward me, her high heels tap-tapping on the gym floor.


  Strange how a place where I’d felt more alive than I had in the last three years suddenly became enemy territory. After the high of him, the low of her took the fight right out of me. I wanted nothing more than to just go home.


  “Stay away from him,” she ordered.


  “What?”


  “I said, stay away from him.”


  “Yeah, whatever.” And I turned to leave.


  “He told me all about you and your little stories. How you lied to him about your mom dying and your dad being in jail. For your information, he thinks you’re a joke. People don’t like being around people they don’t trust.”


  Her words slowed my retreat, but continued to hit the back of my head. “You’re even more of a joke than I thought if you think he would choose you over me. What do you have to offer him that I can’t? As I see it, you have nothing and I have everything.”


  I turned and watched her freshly painted nail tap against her chin. She was right about one thing. She not only had all she wanted, she had what I wanted. But did she really just call me a joke?


  “And besides, you left him,” she continued to speak at me. “And if you haven’t noticed, he’s engaged now. To me.”


  My eyes couldn’t help but fall to her nose; it was doing strange things. With each breath, her nostrils flared in and out, and it took all my willpower to not break out in laughter.


  “Funny,” I spoke for the first time, matter-of-factly, the anger behind my words lost in the pointlessness of the discussion. “I think it was Nick who once told me that unless someone’s married, they’re fair game.”


  “Is that what this is to you? A game?”


  A game? I wanted to say. A game? Being so wildly and permanently in love that it hurts? No. Definitely not a game. But the only part that made it out was, “No.”


  “Don’t you get it? He’s happy being with me. He asked me to marry him, not you. What don’t you understand about that? He’s not available. Go find someone else to flirt with, and leave us alone.”


  I smiled toward her nose, turned, and walked out of the gym.


  “Don’t worry,” she said to my back. “I’m sure you’ll find a way to see him again.”


  Turning the corner out of the gym, I almost rammed into him. His darkened eyes met mine.


  Your girlfriend’s flaring nose is going to fly right off her face if she keeps talking, I wanted to tell him. But instead I told myself not to look or feel, just to keep walking. My gaze turned and I walked out of the building, lightening fast.


  As I crossed the parking lot, her words ate at me. She was right, I needed to leave them alone. And I hated that she was right. I hated that she had what I wanted. I hated being second string. I hated that she was the victim and I was the villain. I was the bad guy, the evil queen, the wicked witch, the jealous stepsister. And there was a part of me that did feel inadequate, just as she’d said. In some ways, I would never measure up to her. Of course in others, like having enough common sense to wear flats to school, I was leaps and bounds above her.


  Normally, if I were thinking, I would have walked out of the backside of the building to avoid running into them. But I wasn’t thinking, or maybe I was thinking too much. Either way, I exited out the front door and saw them again in the parking lot. I averted my eyes, pretending not to notice, and kept an even pace down the sidewalk, thankful to at least be walking in the opposite direction.


  It would be a long walk home, a half-hour walk at best, if I didn’t stop for a sugar fix, which I probably wouldn’t today. Penny was acting up this morning and Creed had left early for work. So walking was my only option, which wasn’t a bad one since I enjoyed the fresh air and exercise. Yes, that was what I would think about: how beautiful the fall weather was. Mild and sunny. And sunshine was so much nicer than clouds.


  And then, once I arrived home, I would take off my jeans, throw some chips and cheese in the microwave, and relax on the couch with a plateful of nachos. Then I would play around with the antiques I’d bought at the garage sales last weekend.


  Most of all, I would not mope.


  I turned out of the school parking lot and waited to cross the street, wondering why in the huge world I kept bumping into them. They were in his car, stopped at the stop sign, windows rolled down, waiting behind a little VW. The VW guy waved for me to cross. To my utter embarrassment, Nick’s voice pricked my ears. “Where’s your car?”


  I couldn’t stand on the corner forever. And I couldn’t walk the other direction without giving myself away. And the VW guy was only obeying the crosswalk laws. So I stepped off the curb and began to walk, pretending I hadn’t heard him.


  “It’s broken, isn’t it?”


  “Nope,” I said, glancing in his direction, careful not to focus on the passenger’s side. “Just wanted to walk.”


  “Right.” He could tell I was lying. It didn’t matter. At this point my dignity was so long gone that I didn’t care much about anything. I was also done talking, and the look I flashed as I passed told him so.


  He must not have been looking however, because a few seconds later, a large black jeep pulled up beside me, with the passenger’s side nearest me.


  “Get in. We’ll drive you home.”


  “Thanks for the offer. But I’d rather walk.” And I kept walking.


  “Don’t be bull-headed, Heather, just get in.” I stopped, turned toward the car, and took in a girl with perfect posture staring at me with what a stranger might describe as the sweetest smile.


  Unbelievable.


  “I’m good,” I said with a smirk on my face, shaking my head at her. At least my smile was genuine.


  He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck with one hand and sharing that “You don’t always have to be so tough” look he used to give me.


  I answered by silently meeting his gaze. There were so many ways I wanted to respond, too many things to say. No, I wasn’t tough. I was weak. But I was learning each day how to be stronger. I was slowly picking up the pieces of my life and putting them back together. I was fighting a battle inside, and doing a pretty darn good job, on defense at least. I was staying sturdy and cheerful and motivated. So, maybe I was tough. Maybe I would come out of this all right. Maybe I would eventually be a better me. I just had one final question.


  Could she feel the chemistry between us as he and I stared at each other?


  Ughh, what was wrong with me? “See ya,” I said, turning with purpose and heading down the street without a backward glance.


  “See ya,” came the reply, which would have been fine had the voice not been a high one.


  I hated her. I hated him. And I wanted to slash all of his tires.


  



  *******


  



  A lot happens in three years. Your best friend grows six inches, engagements, your other best friend’s hair grows six inches, engagements, and your favorite grandma’s body shuts down from a little cold gone bad.


  “Grandma V didn’t have a big funeral,” Creed explained as we drove. “Her two children and some grandchildren came in from back east and had a small memorial service at the funeral home. That was it.”


  “Did you get her flowers?”


  “Two roses,” he said, nodding to reassure me. “A yellow one from me and a red one from you.”


  “Thank you.” I squeezed the hand I had been holding for the past half hour as we talked fondly of Grandma V.


  We were driving back home to visit her gravesite and my mom’s too, Creed and I in his ancient, white Saab, the same car that drove us to school every morning junior and senior year. The car turned silent for the first time since we’d left two hours prior. We hadn’t talked about our kiss since it happened, so I assumed he figured the same thing I did, it was a one-time thing.


  The car remained quiet. So quiet that a flashback surfaced, one I wasn’t ready for. But one that was fitting since I had been thinking about Mom all week, wondering what advice she’d give me if she were here.


  The flashback began:


  



  “My parents are going to grab a bite to eat,” a blonde, moppy-haired Creed said as they watched the black hearse leave the cemetery, the one that carried her mother’s casket to the gravesite earlier that day. “Are you coming?”


  “I’m not very hungry,” the lost fifteen-year-old girl replied as she sat against the graveyard’s large shade tree and took out the yellow bow in her hair. She hadn’t wanted to wear it, but it was Mom’s favorite, so….


  “You have to eat or you’re going to disappear, Heath.”


  She thought about that, deciding he was probably right. “Does it have to be food? A milkshake sounds better.”


  “I bet my parents would drop us off at the shake shack on their way to the restaurant.”


  “Okay.” She reached out and took the hand that helped her up. “Is it my turn or yours to choose the flavor?”


  “It’s always your turn,” he reminded her. “You’re the picky one.”


  They shared a smile, she because she loved how he didn’t treat her any different despite the gloomy day, and he because he loved to make her smile.


  Trifling to most, but at that moment she couldn’t have been any more grateful for him. Not for letting her choose the milkshake flavorbecause even malted caramel didn’t sound good after burying your mombut because he knew she was picky. He knew that about her. And the only other person who knew that about her was gone.


  “Actually, I feel like your favorite today, mint chip,” she announced.


  “You hate mint chip.”


  “Not today. Today mint chip sounds perfect.”


  Creed guided her around another gravestone, onto the small lane that led to his parent’s car. “Are you sure you don’t want malted mint chip caramel?”


  The idea nudged her funny bone. It felt healing to laugh. Creed joined in and they laughed as one for a moment.


  Heather wished she could hold on to the lightness, but the day couldn’t be fixed by laughter. It couldn’t be fixed by anything. She only wanted to forget about today. So she told Creed, “Listen, don’t make a big deal about this at school, okay? No one needs to know about it.”


  “Heath, everyone already knows about it.”


  “I know. I just don’t want to be a charity case or anything like that. I’m fine.” Reactively, she reached her hand to her neck and held to the pearl necklace that once belonged to her mom.


  He nodded, knowing she would deal with it in her own way, the most optimistic way possible, never complaining about what life had dealt her, remaining content and hopeful, because that’s how she was. She was a fighter.


  He stared at her in admiration, with a look that said he wished he could make life better.


  Noticing, she hoped he realized how much she treasured his friendship. And how comforting it was to lean on him, to lose the tough-girl façade and have someone who knew everything. Who always picked her up, brushed her off, and told her she would make it. He would forever be her hero.


  A quick flash from her left got her attentionCreed’s mom taking a private picture of them, which was fine since that would be the only physical memory from this day; Heather didn’t want another.


  The car was leaving to the restaurant in a few minutes, Creed’s mom had said, agreeing to drop them off for milkshakes; she’d always been loving to Heather. In fact, this wasn’t the first time in the last week Heather wondered why Creed’s family couldn’t have custody of her instead of her step-dad, Bill. Heaven knew they were more fit for the job.


  Why did it have to turn out that the town buma mouthy, ill-mannered, lousy drunkwas now her only legal guardian? Could her mom have had worse taste in men?


  The bright side: at least Bill kept to himselfmost of the time.


  Whatever.


  Thank goodness she had Creed. If it weren’t for him, she’d have to drive home with Bill. And there would have been nothing worse than a depressing drunk after a depressing funeral.


  “Thanks for coming, Creed,” Heather said when his mom walked away. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  “You don’t have to think about that. I’ll always be here.” And their arms latched together.


  Yes, he would be. Because she couldn’t imagine life without him.


  “Some day this is all going to be different,” he vowed. “You’ll see. We’ll make it different, you and me. I promise.”


  



  A bump in the road brought me back to the moment.


  I recalled the picture from the funeral; the one Creed’s mom snapped. It was the same picture Doc showed me in the hospital right after I’d woken from my coma. He used it to jog my memory regarding Mom’s death. Crazy how the past and the present can scroll together in such a way that time becomes nearly non-existent. I wondered how Creed would feel if I told him what day I was thinking about.


  I browsed to the side to see in the driver’s seat a very different Creed than the one from my memories; a tall, scruffy-cheeked, grown-up Creed, loudly singing completely off-key to a song on the radio.


  My smile was automatic.


  As I reflected on our past, the unspoken promise was that we’d grow old together, be safe and secure in each other’s lives and hearts, and have a stress-free, joy-filled life. He would finally be able to take care of me in ways he wanted to back then.


  Yet even back then there were dreams inside of me that he didn’t know about. Dreams that I might not have fully understood either. Where I had seen our solid past, he’d seen our solid future.


  I wondered if that had changed.


  “So, how have your pilot-prep flights been going?” I asked Creed, realizing how far my thoughts had wanderedlong, relaxing road trips did that to me.


  He turned off the radio and answered, “Two more months and I’ll have my commercial license. The position I told you about for the private airlines is panning out well. It looks like I’ll probably get it.”


  “That’s great, Creed. I’m sure it’s not common for a pilot to have a job lined up before they have their license. It says a lot about your skills.”


  “It’s fortunate, that’s for sure. I’ll be hubbed right in St. Louis, too. And I don’t plan on moving. I like it where I am. ”


  “Yeah, why would you move? It’s a nice place, and a great location. And Peter’s a good roommate.”


  Creed would be successful in anything he put his mind to. I felt pride for the man in my best friend.


  Filling the silence in soothing ways was the fresh, early afternoon air whirling through the cracked front window and the loud humming engine traveling across the sunlit highway. There was nothing better than zooming down a lonely countryside with no time constraints and a best friend on hand.


  Soon Creed stole my musings with a warm palm to my thigh, causing my head to angle upward. “Do you understand what I’m trying to say?


  What was he trying to say? Did I understand? Either way, what I did or didn’t understand about Creed was lost in the trust and unconditional love I felt for him.


  “Heath, you know what my plans have always been and what I’ve wanted for us. You’ve known since I made Justin Harwood dare me to kiss you in the fifth grade. I’ve never met anyone like you, and I doubt I ever will.”


  “I thought you were dating someone? I saw a girl come over and I thought”


  “Julie? She’s my trainee at pilot school, not my date. Never my date.”


  “Oh. I just assumed”


  “We don’t have to talk about it or anything,” he cut me off. “I only want you to know, no matter what, I’ll always be the one that’s here for you.”


  As always, Creed was my superior. He’d already figured out what I was only learning: love is selfless.


  The cemetery was peaceful, just as I’d remembered it, if not larger; but that was ever indicative of childhood memories. After paying tribute to the most generous and loving person in Grandma Vwho gave me more than a job and a car and a family member, she gave me a second chance at life, for which I would own her as my real Grandma and love and honor her foreverCreed and I meandered across the lawn and sat cross-legged in front of my mom’s headstone. We’d stopped at the store to buy flowers, and now Grandma V and Mom’s grey stone tablets stretched from the grass in a colorful bouquet of pink and white.


  This was the second time Creed began rubbing my legs. The first lasted only a minute, but this was longer, and more deep-tissue. He rubbed the joints around my knee mainly, kneading and stroking as if loosening the stiffness.


  “I’m assuming you rubbed my legs a lot when I was in the hospital,” I remarked, smiling.


  His hands stilled on my knee. “Oh my gosh, Heather, I didn’t even realize”


  “No, it’s okay.”


  “It’s not. I’m giving you a full body massage in the middle of a cemetery.”


  Though the idea funny, I didn’t laugh. “Did you rub my legs when I was in my coma?”


  “Every day,” he said, patting my thigh and then resting his hand on the grass. “Sometimes for hours. I guess it’s pretty common for coma patient’s feet to stiffen into a point because of the way they fall when lying down. I didn’t want you to be taller than me when you woke up, so I didn’t take any chances.”


  That’s when I laughed. I wondered how often he came to visit me when I was in the hospital, and what parts of his life I’d missed out on. “Walk me through your average day when I was in my coma,” I requested.


  “Okay.” He cleared his throat in a business-like manner. “Wake up at eight. Have breakfast. Visit you at the hospital. Go to the aviation center at eleven. Leave at five or six to go see you again. Eat dinner at the hospital. Be with you till about nine. Go home and go to sleep.”


  “You came to see me that much?”


  “I never missed a day.”


  “Come on.”


  “I’m serious, Heath.”


  “Holidays? Christmas?”


  “I never missed a day.”


  “I can’t believe it. When would you do homework?”


  “In your hospital room. We had some great conversations about airplanes and flying.”


  “Your not serious.”


  “Why not? You were a great study partner. The best.”


  “Creed? Really? And you ate dinner at the hospital all the time?”


  “Alex makes a mean meatloaf sandwich, and Becky’s shortbread chocolate chip cookies are my favorite. I actually miss them.”


  “You know the names of the cafeteria workers?”


  “They all know you too. After a while, you get to know all the workers and the regulars, and get to talking to them. I know way too much about that hospital. Gossip travels fast. The best was when one of the cooks, his name was Jeremy or Joshua or some ‘J’ name like that, he got caught making out in the cold storage with one of the nurses from ER. It was big time news because he was the son of one of the hospital board directors and he was really young, like eighteen or nineteen. And she was a lot older. I heard they both got busted big time.”


  Creed shared a few more stories, just as soap opera-ish and just as entertaining. Him in the middle of all the hospital drama was too funny; my mouth hurt from smiling and laughing. I wasn’t feeling as fully amused as my laughter showed, though; I was too floored by Creed’s devotion to me. I was a flat, mute, corpse of a person for almost a thousand days, and he never gave up on me once.


  “It’s good to see you laughing,” he said when the stories were over. “It used to be so hard for you to come here, to deal with anything about your mom.”


  “I lied about her to Nick,” was what came out. I wasn’t sure why I admitted that. Maybe because my brain was still making sense of Creed’s unfathomable sacrifices for me. “I don’t know why I would lie to anyone about her dying.”


  “I do,” Creed replied. “Remember that poem your mom had you memorize. The one that goes, ‘Love is stronger than death, even though it can’t stop death from happening’?”


  “But no matter how hard death tries,” I joined in, only half tuned into the words, “it can’t separate people from love. It can’t take away our memories either. In the end, love is stronger than death.” It was the same poem I recited years ago in Creative Writing class, the time Nick bailed me out of my disastrous presentation.


  Creed went on, “When she was sick, she used to recite that poem to you, and then she would tell you never to think of her as gone. She said she would always be with you. And even though you couldn’t see her, she would still be there. After she passed, you didn’t like talking about her as if she were dead. In your mind, she was alive, only in another place.”


  “I still believe that. But I don’t see why, after a while, I couldn’t admit that she’d died.”


  “I think it was your way of holding on. If you talked about her death, to you it was like saying she was gone forever. And maybe you felt that if you admitted to it, she really would be.”


  I shook my head, understanding to a point, but still not fully grasping how I felt back then. “It was hard for me, wasn’t it?”


  He put his hand over my thigh again. “I don’t know if I ever told you this, but a few nights after the funeral, I came to your house. You were in your room with the door closed, and I stayed in the hall and listened from the other side of the door. I’d never heard anyone cry the way I heard you cry that night. It tore me apart. I lost it, right there in your hallway, I fell on my butt and balled like a baby.”


  The wave of emotion finally crashed, and with it came my surging feelings. I reached out and, with tears in my eyes, took hold of him. “I love you, Creed,” my voice quivered against his shoulder. “For always being there and for everything you’ve done for me.”


  “I know.” Creed pulled me into his lap and held me, and we sat in the cemetery and clung to each other for as long as we needed to.


  



  *******


  



  I discovered three other facts on my visit back home. One, my now yellow-grassed, shabby looking, childhood house was for sale. Two, the old library where I’d worked had been torn down and a new one, along with a modern-looking municipal building and a sports complex were being built. And three, there was no way Grandma V could have paid for the last year of my coma. She’d died too soon.


  



  *******


  



  School was school. I was keeping up on my studies and doing fine in all my classes. But homework didn’t use enough of my free time, and my grudging thoughts were getting to me. One of my pet peeves was holding grudges. I didn’t like the heaviness of them. But I didn’t see any way around it with her. I’d never felt toward someone the way I felt toward Paige. Sure, people got under my skin on occasion, but rarely. Yet this was a whole different story. This one girl was in the way of everything I wanted, and the grating part was that it wasn’t even her fault. I couldn’t even blame her. There was no one to blame!


  Antiques were my saving grace; they kept my thoughts busy. My collection of chandelier crystals was increasing, and I wanted a lucrative way to salvage them. That’s how I came up with the jewelry idea. Garage and estate sales were excellent places to find old, vintage jewelry, and I now had a large collection of broaches and odd pendants. And who knew a necklace made of old broach pieces, rustic beads, and chandelier crystals could be so stunning?


  My creativity and handiwork skills poured into these creations each night, and a measure of pleasure and satisfaction came with it.


  Sore hands and imaginative thoughts carried me to sleep each night. Usually those thoughts were passive and even, like gliding through the air on a bed of wandering, white clouds. The past few days, however, the clouds were black, and the wind was fierce, and the thunder rolled, and I was being tossed to and fro by wicked, violent storms.


  



  “That’s normal,” Professor commented. “College can be stressful.”


  “College, yes. Relationships, no. This is the time in my life where I’m supposed to be having fun, dating, acting irresponsibly, doing stupid things that I know I shouldn’t do, but doing them anyway because that’s what college kids do.”


  “No one’s stopping you.”


  “I’m stopping me. Why can’t I either lie to myself and pretend I don’t like him, or just go for it, forget about her and try to win him back? How else am I supposed to learn if I don’t make stupid decisions and learn from them?”


  Professor chuckled. “So true. The best way to cope with bad decisions is to learn from them. But the best way to cope with life, is to not make them in the first place. It’s a lot less painful that way. But to each his own.” He bent his head down and looked at me as if over the rim of invisible glasses.


  “See, there you go again. What are you, my conscience?”


  He smiled sportingly, that same encouraging smile he used to give back in English class.


  “Then why do I feel this way? Why is it that when we look at each other, it’s like no force on earth can keep us apart. Have you ever felt that? It’s so confusing.”


  “It’s called attraction, Heather. Not all that confusing, just very real and very powerful.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know.”


  “Okay, how about this? Did you know that, on average, twenty percent of engagements are called off every year?”


  “Really? That many? Weird, when you say it like that, it doesn’t seem like a big deal. It’s like, so what, it was only an engagement. Nothing was set in stone or anything…Oh crap, is that where that saying comes from?”


  Professor snickered.


  “Anyway, like you said, engagements are called off every day. But when I’m sitting here in the situation, it feels so much worse. I wish I didn’t feel like we still have something. Then I could just walk away and let them live their happy life together.”


  Professor lifted an eyebrow.


  “No really, I would, I promise.” Smiles from both sides. “But I can tell he still cares about me.”


  “Of course he cares about you.”


  “At first, I was beginning to wonder. Until we played basketball that daythe way he looked at me, and the way he smiled and teased, just like he used to.


  “You know what, though? In the end, none of that really matters. He’s still engaged to her. And I don’t see him breaking it off. He’s just not that type of person.”


  “People change,” Professor piped in.


  “You don’t understand. It would take so much more than that. There’s too much history there.”


  “What history?”


  A long, discouraged sigh. “He has this issue with making promises and keeping his word. See, he blames himself for his brother’s death. It’s ludicrous, but he thinks the accident happened because he decided not to take the scholarship offered him and came home early from his recruiting trip. I told him how illogical it was to think like that, but I guess the scars go deeper than my words ever could.


  “And then there’s his relationship with his father: broken because he changed his mind about baseball. No, he won’t go back on his word. He’s going to marry her, trust me.


  “And then there’s also the small little point she brought up. After I lied to him about my family life, he doesn’t trust me. I’m sure he understands what might have made me do it, but I kept up the charade too long. I lost his trust.”


  The bell rang, time to leave the counseling office or be late to class.


  “But get this, out of all the reasons to be discouraged, do you know what bothers me the most?”


  Professor nodded in interest, ever the good listener.


  “It’s the fact that all our conversations have been so shallow. If I could just talk to him, really talk, ask him to forgive me about the lies, tell him why, explain to him how I felt back then, how I feel now, that all those feelings are still so current to me, maybe I could find a tiny ounce of peace in all of this. I just want to talk, without teasing each other or grappling or speaking hollow words.”


  “Sounds like you need to talk to him.”


  Chapter 7


  Receiving the same advice from two of my favorite people must’ve done the job.


  “I think you should tell him how you really feel,” said Liz, squeezing the excess beans out of her burrito. “Plain and straight.”


  “I don’t know,” I said back, scooping up her beans with my burrito. “That might be asking for some serious rejection.”


  “You don’t reject someone your in love with.”


  “He’s not in love with me, Liz.” Feeling the stares, we turned to the booth next to ours. We both had major issues with the volume of our voices.


  Hers lowered a bit, and with a fake smile she told them, “Sorry.” Then she turned to me. “I think he is in love with you.”


  “How can you think that?”


  “It’s the way he looks at you,” she said even softer, not for the next booth over but for dramatic effect. “Like he wants to steal you away from the rest of the world and keep you all to himself.” Her eyebrows danced up and down.


  “Stop, why do you say that?”


  “He watches you when your not paying attention.”


  “How would you know?”


  “At the banquet for instance, whenever you were talking to someone he would stare at you from across the table.”


  “Stop it, Liz.”


  “Okay,” she shrugged, taking another bite. “I’m just saying.”


  “All the wrong things,” I finished her sentence, suddenly sharking into my burrito.


  “…Are you listening to me?”


  I wasn’t, because we were getting the evil eye again from the next table.


  Liz ignored them and went on. “I still think you should see him. Or at least call himNo, you need to see him.”


  “Need is definitely the right word. And I do want to see him. Ugh, what does that say about me?”


  “What I always knewthat you’re a wiener.” Liz’s version of “winner”.


  “Excuse me,” said the lady from the nearest table, interrupting our laughter. “Do you mind?”


  “I don’t,” Liz said, pointing to herself. “But if you do, you should probably switch tables.”


  After we stopped sniggering, we started a game of “guess that stranger’s occupation” and laughed some more.


  “Okay, change of subject. Where did you get your necklace? I love.”


  “I made,” I told her back.


  “Really?” She grabbed the pendant and studied it. “How?”


  “You know how I’m always going to garage sales to look for antiques? I had an idea to attach some of my little trinket finds together and make jewelry. Like the crystals from old chandeliers and parts of old pieces of jewelry and stuff. On this pendant,” I took it off so she could see better, “it’s just an old key. And the big pearl is from a choker necklace my mom gave me. I’ve made about a dozen or so, all one-of-a-kind. And a few bracelets, too.”


  “That’s so sick!” she exclaimed. “I want one! Or two or three. And a bracelet.”


  “Let’s go back to my house and you can take whatever you want,” I told her, happy to be thinking of jewelry again.


  



  *******


  



  I was headed to his house. After the conversation with Liz, I still wasn’t sure if I wanted to go there yet. Most likely, the little seed of hope I was nurturing would be squashed once we laid it all out on the thin line. Randomly, the person who made up my mind was an unlikely catalyst.


  I was shopping for groceries and ran into Nick’s Aunt Eliza, who, despite our huge age gap, had become a quick and kind friend once upon a time. Her pleasure to see me and her enthusiastic hug in the cereal isle of the grocery store reminded me why. She’d lost a bit of weight and her hair was darker, but she still had the front tooth that edged slightly over the other one and gave her face a welcoming beauty.


  “It’s so great to see you again. Why haven’t you come over to visit?”


  “I should have. School and homework and”…and fiancés.


  She waved off my excuses. “Crazy parties and all-nighters, yeah, yeah, I remember. I’m not that old.”


  I laughed, remembering that had been easy to do around her.


  “Nickolas told me you were out of the hospital and back in school. I’m glad you’re feeling better.”


  “Me, too. It’s nice to be back.” Back? Back from where?


  As it had on a few occasions, the fact that I’d survived a horrible accident and a lengthy coma, hit me. It was one of those things that smacked my reality every now and again. Previously, I’d thought accidents and comas were like shark attacks or kidnappings, they only happened to people on the news, not to me. And yet, here I was, a stupid statistic. Lame.


  “He also told me you two have talked a few times.”


  Where was she going with this? “Once or twice,” I told her.


  “Did you know he’s building a house on the open space next to our farm?”


  No, I didn’t know that. When I first went to see him the day I left the hospital, I had noticed, with a swift glance, another house adjacent to their home. I’d assumed it was the shed Nick was always sketching back when we were together, and had eventually built for them.


  She went on before I could answer. “Yeah, it’s a real beauty, too. That guy, he’s so talented. Building a house all by himself. I didn’t think he could do it. But you know Nickolas.”


  I couldn’t understand why she was telling me this. Didn’t she know how hard it was for me already? I didn’t need another person telling me how much I knew Nickolas.


  Yet, she went on. “He’s been working on his house crazy hours lately; I’ve never seen him like this. Sometimes we’ll hear pounding in the middle of the night and realize it’s him working again. And after working all day, the madman. He’s been working on that home with a mysterious obsession lately.”


  “It’s really not so mysterious,” I cut in. “He is getting married in a few months.”


  “True,” she glanced down at her shopping cart as if she wasn’t really interested in our discussion. “The mysterious part is that all this uncontrolled energy began right about the time you came back into the picture.”


  Our eyes locked.


  “Then again,” she shrugged her shoulder, “he’s never needed much sleep, so it could be that.”


  The silence stretched, and the longer it lasted, the harder it was for me to break. Her words exhilarated me. She seemed to want me to say something, but what? Okay, fine. Yes, I’m still in love with him. I confess. I still love him like crazy! I adore the man. Will you help me? Will you make him understand? Please? Will you tell him how much I want him? How much I need him? “Well,” I finally said when our carts were creating an isle jam, “I’m glad I ran into you.”


  “Me, too, sweetie.” She squeezed my arm, seeming to want to say more, but crossing herself, and eventually parting with, “Take care of yourself.”


  “I will.”


  And so, I was on my way to talk with the madman. Actually, I was pulling up to the side of his home by the time my thoughts caught up to me.


  The first thing I noticed was the weathered blue truck Nick used to drivenamed Eugeneparked on the far side of Nick’s aunt and uncle’s house. A melancholy, yearning feeling came over me as I stared at the old thing. So many good memories were associated there.


  Like a puzzle piece falling into place, I remembered our first dance together. The memory was sweet and passionate, pulling me into my past. No wonder at the banquet he didn’t want to tell me about our first dance, I thought to myself as the memory played out in my mind:


  



  It was a warm, breezeless August afternoon; so wind-dead that it almost felt like the calm before a storm. The sunshine poked through a few threatening clouds as they lay next to each other across a large, smooth rock on the river bank, drying off after a dip in the river and listening to the radio coming through Eugene’s open windows.


  Nick got up suddenly. After a reluctant stretch across the rock, its warmth seeping through her wet bathing suit, she sat up too and leaned back propped on her hands.


  “Is it time to leave?” She watched him as he reach inside the truck and put his hat over his wavy wet hair.


  “Almost.”


  “Oh good, not yet, then,” she said happily, leaning back down against the rock’s heat, hoping he hadn’t noticed her staring at his shirtless stomach, and also hoping he’d come back to the rock and lay beside her again.


  When he did, he lightly played with her hair braid and commented, “It’s a good thing one of us is responsible in this relationship.”


  “I know,” she agreed. Then she deftly reached up and took off his hat, replacing it on her head. “But don’t worry. You’ll catch up eventually.”


  When he chuckled, her face remained serious and feigned sleep.


  “Are you starting a game you won’t be able to finish?” he asked.


  “What game is that?” she said, eyes still closed and shaded by his hat. She was the queen of getting in over her head, and she knew that he knew too. He also knew her competitiveness wouldn’t allow her to back down.


  “You took my hat,” he said. “Now it’s my turn.”


  Since she had only her bathing suit on, she suddenly got a little worried. Yes, definitely in over her head. But she would keep her eyes closed and stay strong. She could keep up with him, stand her ground, keep a hold of herself…of her clothes….


  The first thing she noticed was a little tickle on her collarbone. Being the ticklish type, it took every ounce of strength to act unaffected. But she managed to keep up the sleep charade, even when something brushed over her skin to her other collarbone. When a tingly path traced her bathing suit strap up toward her neck, her eyes almost opened, but managed to squeeze themselves closed at the last minute, which caused another low, little chuckle from him. It was too much to handle when the caress began its course slowly down her side. She arched and giggled, still fighting to hold back, still keeping her eyes closed. Biting her lip to stifle the laugh, she tried desperately to relax her shoulders. But his fingers played at the side of her waist, slowly and intricately burning a red-hot path toward her belly button, keeping her body taught.


  He must’ve realized how long she’d been holding her breath, because his fingers left the danger zone and jumped the little space between her hip and her hand, beginning to stroke her fingers.


  She wasn’t sure why she asked the question, but that was nothing new. “What are you doing?”


  “I’m dancing with you.”


  You’re a great dancer, she almost said. Instead, she kept quiet and marveled at the way his hands were making her entire body thrum. Each time his fingertips moved closer to a danger zone they would hover for a moment, threatening as they played longer in those areas. And just when she thought he’d cross a line, they’d retreat to a safe zone.


  This continued for longer than “it was almost time to go” would allow for, but neither of them seemed to care. They were both enjoying their first dance way too much.


  When his fingers found her hips again and playfully began tugging on the string of her bathing suit, her eyes flew open. She tore off his hat and quickly placed it back on his head.


  He laughed outright this time, but she didn’t join him, not fully recovered from the dance yet. She didn’t even notice when he bent down to kiss her shoulder.


  “Do you realize how attractive your innocence is to me?” he asked.


  Her brain wasn’t working right and couldn’t think up a replyat least a fitting one. She ended up saying the last thing that was on her mind before her brain shut down. “You’re a great dancer.”


  And the memory ended.


  



  I knew going to visit him at his house was bold; the blatant recollection of our first dance together told me as much. And his fiancé had already warned me to leave him alone; there was a good chance Barbie doll herself was nearby, especially if she decided to drop off an early dinner basket, the kind with the dainty, pink lace trimmings. Please, gag me now.


  Aunt Eliza was right about one thing, the house was magnificent. Not magnificent in a huge and grandiose way, but magnificent in a relaxed and appealing way.


  I stepped out of my car and walked around to the front, squaring myself to the porch.


  Nothing fancy, simple lines with an unexpected angle here and there, but somehow the simplicity was pleasing to the eye. It was more practical than decorative, with browns and grays and darker trim, but it was unexpectedly welcoming. How had I not noticed it before? Masculine. Calm. Beautiful. Nick.


  It took my breath away.


  Now I knew with every piece of my heart what the term “love at first sight” felt like.


  Because I hadn’t seen the black monster, I wasn’t sure if Nick was here. But since the front door was cracked open, I let myself in.


  The entryway was roomy, the vaulted ceilings adding to the spacious feel. The interior was still mostly unfinished. White sheetrock lined the walls, with the occasional patch of exposed two-by-fours and protruding wires.


  Architecture was one thing, but construction, too? And electrical work? How did he do it?


  I peaked around a corner and saw the white of a hallway. I told myself that my nerves couldn’t possibly be a result of the impending get-together. I was anxious to see him, not nervous; there was a difference. Only, my stomach didn’t seem to know what that difference was.


  Anyway, he probably wasn’t even around.


  Walking across the plywood floor, I rounded a bend and found myself in the front room, speechless.


  It was all I could do to bite my lip and hold back tears.


  Everything was white, just like the entry and the hallway, save the middle of the far wall, where a wide and bulky ribbon of red bricks extended from vaulted ceiling to floor, cascading in various patterns down the length of the wall like a ferocious, crimson waterfall. In the center of the structure was a chunky wooden shelf, knotted and distressed, with large, detailed corbels on either end, bearing the weight of the extravagant, heavy mantel.


  And below that, the open glass of a fireplace. The fireplace.


  My fireplace.


  Mesmerized, I walked on clouds to the wall, reaching out my hand and gliding my palm over the shiny, smooth mantel.


  “My project.”


  The sound made me jump. I turned to the opposite side of the room and saw faded jeans and a dusty, white t-shirt hugging his shoulders. He was kneeling by the wall, facing away from me, working on something electrical.


  “You mean the project from the banquet?” I had to clear my throat to get the volume to work. “The award you won?” When he didn’t answer I gazed back at the fireplace. It was a replica of the fireplace from my old apartment, only three times bigger and much more elaborate. Exactly like the one he’d sketched for me a long time ago in my past. But “a long time ago in my past” folded on top of the present as I stood before the marvelous structure. Something so incredible and overwhelming was almost too much to look at up close. “It’s beautiful.” It wasn’t the word I was looking for, but was there a word for “It’s perfect and you’re perfect, and for this, I will love you for the rest of my life”? I didn’t think so.


  I backed away to get a fuller view, but found myself instead gazing at him. Because he built my fireplace. Because around him, there was nowhere else my eyes wanted to be. He didn’t look upso much for the cute, green chiffon blouse I’d chosen to wearas I watched him examine what he was working on. Fierce concentration worked in his eyes, almost to the point of fixation. What I wouldn’t give to be the woman consuming those thoughts, to be the one on the other side of that look, to provoke that type of passion in him, to have all six-foot-something of him wrapped around meDarn it, Heather, don’t start that already.


  “Electrical work?” I asked, walking closer to get a better look. “Looks like fun.”


  “You offering to help?” After a moment, he glanced up briefly with the barest little grin, and then returned his attention to what I guessed was recessed floor lights.


  Unfortunately, he hadn’t lost that irresistible sparkle of mischief since we’d last met up on the basketball court.


  I came closer, feigning interest in his project in order to be near him. “You stink,” I said over his shoulder.


  “Only you would say something like that.”


  If only he knew my thoughts behind the words. He didn’t really stink at all, though he did smell. He smelled sweaty and appealing. I was going to have to breathe through my mouth to get through this.


  After a moment of watching him work, I ventured into the quiet with, “I came over to talk to you.”


  “I wanted to talk to you, too,” he said, wiping the sawdust off his chin with a shoulder.


  “Okay.”


  “I think you should buy a different car.”


  “What?” I was so taken off guard I didn’t know what to say. “Don’t you think maybe we could talk about something a little more important than my car?”


  “Cars are important. Yours sucks and you need a different one.”


  “I like my car, and since I don’t have the money to buy a new one”


  “I know this guy who owns a car dealership. He’ll give you a deal, you’re monthly payments should be almost nothing, he’ll work with you.”


  “What if I don’t want a new car?”


  “Unless you’re planning to rob a bank, it won’t be new. But at least it will run.”


  Give up Penny? Never. Had he forgotten how stubborn I could be? And Penny was a great car. Just a little sick at the moment. But none of that was why I was here.


  “Think about it?” he asked, looking up. I nodded once, not wanting to start on a disagreement.


  After watching him for a while, thinking about how to begin this conversation, I finally just said something. “You probably already know that I didn’t come here to talk about cars.”


  He bent a thick, stiff wire and placed it inside the little plastic recessed box, then stood, tossing some wire cutters into a toolbox a few feet away.


  Okay, here goes nothing. “You know that I sometimes have a hard time expressing what’s on my mind.”


  “Do I?” He took a swig of the drink in his hand.


  “What?”


  “Nothing,” he said after swallowing. “You were saying?”


  “No. Tell me what you meant by that.”


  He returned my stare with one of his own. “The thing is, I never really knew who you were, did I?” His words were placid, mild. Only someone who knew him well would sense a trace of resentment in them. And it was interesting to see how the relaxed and confident colors of his personality had survived all these years and blended with the apathetic shades of him now.


  “I know I lied to you about a few things, and I’m not sure why I didn’t come clean sooner. I mean, I do know why, but, I…can’t really explain it.” This was complicated, to explain to him how everything had unfolded in my reflection-dreams, and then how all my feelings were warped in those dreams, not as accurate as when the moments happened in real life. “I’m a little confused about why it was so hard for me. I think it was because when I first came to college, I really wanted to rise above my past. I thought that by ignoring it, I could become someone better. At first, I guess I didn’t think lying about it was that big of a deal, until it became a big deal. I can’t really even remember exactly what I said to you about my family.”


  “I could help you; the lies are still pretty clear to me.”


  I ignored his sarcasm and continued, “I know that I wanted to tell you, and I tried, so many times. I kept postponing it until I felt it was the right moment. But that moment came too late. Again, some of the memories are a little bit fuzzy.”


  “That’s convenient.”


  Couldn’t he cut me any slack? I had planned to wing it once I got here, but now I was wondering if that was such a good idea since I wasn’t explaining myself very well.


  “Maybe you should learn how to tell the truth from the start,” he said, and my eyes narrowed.


  “I’ll work on that.”


  “Good. And if you’re here to talk about us, you’re wasting your time,” he informed me, but not without a slight stiffness in his voice. “It’s not going to happen.”


  My heart took an irregular thump. “Actually, I did come here to talk about us.”


  “The bottom line is, you’re complicated, she’s not.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, the unpleasant pressure spreading in my chest.


  “With her it’s easy. I don’t feel like my world’s going to end if I don’t talk to her for a few days. I can go a week without even seeing her and be fine.”


  “And that’s normal?” I questioned, stunned by the way his rationalization was so obvious and logical to him. “I was under the impression that a good relationship was just the opposite.”


  “Calm down, the neighbors can hear you.”


  “Sounds fun, though,” I interrupted, my words punctuated by sarcasm. “Sign me up.”


  “Will you relax,” he instructed. “Listen, it’s not important that you understand.”


  “No one would understand!” I yelled. “You’re not making sense.” I took a deep breath to diffuse the flames. “You know what? Why do I even bother with you?” I crossed over several emotions, finally deciding I wasn’t ready to leave yet. It felt so alleviating to be getting it all out. “You know what I can’t believe? I can’t believe you just accepted it. You didn’t even attempt to come after me. You just let me go, without even finding out for sure.”


  “The message you left on my phone the night before you left, told me what I needed to know.”


  I was stunned he remembered a phone call from so long ago, a phone call that was more current to me through my reflection-dreams. “Nick, that phone message was about my family! I wanted to tell you the truth about them, not break up with you! You know what, it doesn’t even matter. You still let me go, without a backward glance.”


  “False. I came to your apartment. I watched your friend” he paused, and then swore under his breath. “I watched him move all of your stuff out. For two hours I sat and watched him carry out your things, doing everything in my power not to get out of my truck and smash his head into the gutter.”


  “But I never showed up, did I?” I fought back.


  His hand rubbed down his face; the room remained still. During the silent lull, a brief memory pressed to mind, a memory from the day before the phone call and my fateful evening jog. Quickly, the memory unfolded; quietly, I suffered through it:


  



  Lounging on a bed in a familiar apartment, hands tangled together, talking about the car accident that took his brother’s life.


  He continued, “I didn’t even get the chance to tell him I loved him. One second we were laughing in the car, the next second his body was lying in the road, his head on my lap gushing blood on my jeans. I couldn’t get it to stop. I pressed so hard, and his blood was everywhere, and it wouldn’t stop.”


  She clutched his hand, wanting to cry for the boy who lost his older brother that day. “You don’t have to tell me any more, unless you want to.”


  “I probably should have cried,” he went on after a time. “Gotten it all out. But for some reason I couldn’t. I didn’t cry once. My mom doesn’t think my body produces tears. I guess I never cried, even when I was younger.”


  They laughed about that, because there was nothing else to laugh about.


  When the humor died, his finger stroked her face. “I hate thinking about it.”


  She turned her body into him and wrapped her leg around his. Something significant had changed in their relationship. There was a bond now, like the links of trust forged by family ties. One that would weather ups and downs, and happy and sad times. Her hold tightened; she promised herself to never let him go; to take care of him; make all the sad go away, and make him happy. He deserved her honesty, too. She would open up tomorrow night and tell him about the pain of losing her mom. But not right now. Tonight was his moment, not hers. And as promised, she would make him happy.


  She said, “When we get married can we sleep in on the weekends and cuddle totally completely naked and eat cold pizza for breakfast in bed and do all the kinky things those stupid romantic couples do?”


  “Did you say pizza?” he said with a mischievous glint in his eyes, and she broke out in laughter.


  



  The memory was too tender, and it yanked my heart painfully. “I never would have let you go,” I whispered into the hush, holding back my tears. “I was young and stupid, and too immature to admit the truth. But I would have come after you. I would have fought forever.” My hold weakened, and something trickled down my cheek. I wiped at it quickly, angry I was such a wuss. “I can’t do this anymore.” I turned and walked toward the front door. “It’s pointless.”


  “You know what’s pointless?” He was right behind me then. “Seeing you again.” I wiped away another stray and faced him in the entryway. “Do you know what that does to me? Can you even understand?” He wiped away another one of my tears, an odd gesture while losing one’s temper. “Do you realize what I’m going through? Having you here again? When I forced myself to accept that you were gone?


  “Heather, you left me. You walked away. And it made me crazy. It made me hate that I ever loved you. I couldn’t stand thinking about you. Your face, your laugh, all the memories. You just left, and I hated you for it.


  “And now, here you are, back in my life, and you’re still you. And I hate that you’re making me feel again. For the way you made me laugh at the park that day, for stealing my composure at the banquet, for making me want to commit murder when I walked into your apartment and saw you laying there with another guy. For making me second-guess every decision I’ve made the past year, and hurting innocent people in the process. For coming into my normal, ordinary life like a tornado and messing up everything all over again.”


  “Nick, I”


  “You’re a plague, a sickness, a dangerous, addictive drug” His eyelids narrowed and his voice was deeply low and dangerously measured.


  “Please, just let me”


  “And no matter how hard I try, I can’t stop thinking about punishing you intensely, forever, tying you up and dragging you to the most remote part of the world and having my way with you, for everything I feel and everything you are.” I knew the lid of his temper had completely blown off when I caught the blaze of fire in his eyes.


  Drawn like a lost butterfly to a burning flame, I moved toward him.


  “Stay where you are,” he demanded in almost a whisper, his anger bubbling far too close to the surface.


  Though frightened by the feral look in his eyes, I didn’t stop. Some part of me needed to push him, send him toppling over the edge.


  His restrained expression turned murderous. “Back away, now.”


  “No,” I said defiantly.


  That did it.


  In the next breath, he grabbed me, taking my arms in a crushing grip and pushing me back against the front door. His touch, though rough, brought on an incredible heat that coiled in my belly.


  My back hit the door hard and the breath flew out of me. In the next second he surrounded me, his hands pressed against the door, his shoulders lifted, caging me in, bracing himself. I wanted to touch him somewhere, anywhere, but my arms wouldn’t work. My body was trembling, and all I could hear amid the rush in my head was our breaths, hard and fast, mingled in the air between us, our mouths being pulled together by an invisible string that tightened and tightened with each second. Our eyes burned into each other’s, mine laced with equal parts desire and fear. He must’ve noticed the latter since his forehead pressed into mine, his eyes pinched shut, fighting against sheer need, agonizing with the ache of it.


  “Heather,” he could barely get the words out, “I’m going to hurt you. Please,” He was battling, the war raging inside of him, his voice desperate. “I can’t let myself…”


  “I…” So many thoughts were swirling inside of me: death, love, hate, lies, remorse, the coma. I have to fix this, I told myself. I can fix this. I was so close; I was in his arms. And yet the regret was excruciating.


  “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, and then my hands held to his waist and my eyes closed as my forehead collapsed deeper into his.


  I heard a heavy breath, and felt his head shift to the side. His face turned and leaned into my hair. Lower, lower, until his face nuzzled against my neck in a safe, intimate embrace.


  His lips were touching my neck, not in a kiss because they weren’t pressed against me.


  “You have the same, fruity smell,” his lips said, moving against my neck in a way that scrambled my brain and took the earth out from under me.


  “My shampoo,” I said in a ragged voice.


  As if responding to my words, his hand tangled into my hair. It wasn’t rough, but it also wasn’t gentle. It was desperate. I wanted so much more. I wanted his lips pressing hard on mine. My morals needed to disappear for only a moment. All I had to do was turn my head. His lips were inches….


  But my infuriating conscience nudged me and my thoughts stumbled. He was engaged for Heaven’s sake. What was I doing?


  I know exactly what I’m doing. I want him.


  We slowly pulled back in unison, and our eyes joined. When his hand fell to my cheek and his fingers swept across my chin, and even after all the gaps in my apology, the words left him.


  “I forgive you,” he said. Then he leaned in, and his lips pecked mine.


  It was the best peck-of-a-kiss I’d ever experienced. All I could think of on the ride home was the possibility of that being the first of many. How I would feel the euphoria of his lips on mine again. How his love would heal all my sorrows and injuries and weaknesses. That the bandage of his love would someday completely cover me again.


  



  



  Chapter 8


  It seemed I had a gift for designing refurbished jewelry. So far Liz had taken twenty-two pieces, and she’d sold every one of them from right off her neck. Six orders were pending, two as customs, and all in a ten-day period. It would have been unbelievable had she not brought the money back each night and taken a few more pieces.


  Vintage jewelry, who would have guessed something so frivolous could help keep me distracted?


  I was in the middle of these thoughtshaving spent the last four hours making necklaces and trying to lose myself in exhaustion until I was too tired to think or feelwhen I picked up my laptop with sore hands, found the white CD, plopped on my bed, and propped my back on two pillows.


  Yesterday I’d gone for my second appointment to see Doc. I’d remembered to tell him how tired I’d been latelydaily naps were no longer an indulgence, they were a necessityand he’d given me a lecture on getting to bed at a reasonable time. He’d also reminded me that I wasn’t out of the woods yet since Persistent Reflective State Comas, or PRS as it’s commonly referred to, generally took a long time for a body to fully heal from. And then he’d given me a copy of a CD he’d received from a colleague on the aftermath of PRS. He thought it would do me some good to see how other patients “took special care of themselves” post PRS comas, with regard to nutrition, sleep, steady exercise, yada, yada.


  Last month, I had started jogging again. But lately I didn’t feel up to it. And every time I thought to go, the excitement was lost in creating more jewelry.


  Though I wasn’t too excited to watch the documentary either, I was interested to see people who had gone through the same thing I had. Comfort in numbers, there was something to that.


  As suspected, the documentary was slow, talking details about a condition I already knew too much about. And if I yawned one more time, I would possibly pull a muscle in my throat. Too exhausted to focus on the medical lingo of each specialist who came on screen, I nodded off to their mumblings…and a memory:


  



  An early California vacation morning, at Nick’s parent’s home, laying in Nick’s childhood bed in a tank top and cozy pajama bottoms, teeth freshly brushed, and a sleepy-eyed, messy haired hottiewhose principles slept him on the couch last nighthaving come into his room five minutes prior to say good morning with a brawny, warm, full-bodied hug.


  “Sorry you had to see it,” he continued the conversation about the other night.


  “You didn’t have to stick up for me,” she told him, wondering if he’d fallen asleep again the way he was face planted into the pillow. “I care what your dad thinks of me, but I care more that you guys get along. I didn’t want you to fight with him. And if I’d known he’d get so mad about our motorcycle ride”


  “It’s inevitable,” his squashed lips mumbled into the pillow. “If there’s nothing to get mad about, he’ll find something.”


  “Well, I don’t ever want it to be about me, especially with your father.”


  “I don’t care who it is, it could be my father or the guy down the street; I’m always going to protect you. Get used to it.” And his heavy, protective arm lifted and then lay across her midsection.


  “Nick, people will say what they’ll say. I can handle it.” Well, I can handle most things, she thought disappointedly. Except facing my past.


  His head shook into the pillow. “It’s like talking bad about an angel.”


  “Come on, seriously? Did you really just call me that? You’re still asleep, huh? I’m not an angel.”


  “What are you, then?” The hand that wrapped around her waist squeezed lightly.


  “A fallen angel,” she challenged.


  That got a sleepy chuckle from him. “I’m liking the sound of that.” He turned onto his side and yanked her close by the drawstring of her pajama bottoms. “I’m not sure I believe you, though,” he said when she giggled. “You might have to prove it.”


  She was definitely up to the challenge. Quickly, before he could stop her, she rolled him onto his back and straddled his torso. “Torture game time,” she announced. “But you have some rules to follow.”


  “I don’t play by rules,” he said in a sleepy, rasped voice that almost made her change her mind about what she wanted to play.


  She put his arms under her knees. “No moving your arms. I can’t hold them down and that’s not fair, so play fair.” He chuckled at her logic. “Okay, question one, on a scale of one to ten, how good of a kisser am I?”


  “If our kiss wasn’t good, that would be my fault, not yours.”


  “So, what’s you’re answer?”


  “Ten.”


  “Huh. Using your logic, that makes you a cocky dude.”


  He grinned against her appreciative eyes. “You’re not disagreeing.”


  Definitely not, she said to herself while looking down at his half smile. It just wasn’t right to have a face like his.


  Which made her think of her next question. “Question two, what’s my best feature?”


  “That’s easy, your feet.”


  “What?”


  He chuckled lazily again.


  “Torture time,” she announced, grabbing his arms to lift them over his head for some tickle torture. His chuckle turned into a genuine laugh, something she rarely heard out of him, and it warmed her to no end.


  “One more chance,” he said as they laughed, tugging and teasing on each other’s hands. Because he was the stronger one, straddling his chest quickly turned into their chests close together.


  “My feet are my best feature?” she repeated grudgingly.


  He tugged her the rest of the way down. “You’re smile,” he quietly responded, capturing hers in his.


  “Isn’t it a little early for that, you two?”


  All in one motion, Heather jumped out of his arms, almost falling off the bed in the process. He caught a wrist to steady her and she lifted a red face to see his mom, Sue Ellen standing in the doorway.


  Nick muttered to Heather, “It’s not like we’re naked or anything. Unfortunately.” He mumbled the last word, but not very quietly.


  “Nicholas Harold Richards!” Sue Ellen rebuked.


  “I’m only being honest,” he teased with a grin.


  Sue Ellen shook her head. “Good morning, Heather,” she said, changing the topic to a proper one. “How did you sleep?”


  “Really good,” Heather smiled, shifting into a normal sitting position. “Thanks for asking.”


  “Nicholas, let the poor girl get some rest.”


  “I was trying,” he announced. “But she kept coming onto me and I couldn’t get her to stop.”


  Oh, he was going to GET IT!


  At that, Sue Ellen’s head shook again. “All right you two,” she smirked, and then walked out of the room.


  Heather’s hand slapped against his shoulder. “I’m going to kill you! Harold.”


  Sue Ellen yelled something from the hallway and Heather smacked her hand over her mouth, hoping to Heaven that Sue Ellen hadn’t heard her poke fun of the family name.


  “You two are going to be tired today,” Sue Ellen finished.


  



  I wasn’t sure how long I’d dozed off, but the documentary was still playing in my lap. The bright laptop screen featured a lady saying something about her work. Yet, instead of listening to her, I was thinking about the memory. It killed me to recall the times when I should have told him about my mom. Why hadn’t I? I wanted to shake the girl from my memory; she was so brainless and immature. I guess I would never know how I really felt inside back then. How much the loss of my mom affected me as a little girl, the little girl who bottled up her emotions in order to survive. And everyone has memories in their past that they feel severe regret about. Severe enough to torture the soul.


  But Nick had forgiven me. I needed to find a way to get past it.


  “I was so tired,” I absently watched the lady on the bright computer screen say.


  Rubbing my eyes in order to clear my mind, I stopped punishing myself and began to listen to Doc’s CD. The lady was still talking about her job:


  



  I went to the children’s hospital early that morning, only to find out there was no record of me volunteering there. Of course, I knew there was a mistake, so I phoned my sister, Patty, who also told me the same thingI’d never volunteered there, or at any hospital in the state of New Jersey.


  



  A doctor came on next. “Sally was experiencing what we call a ‘reaction’…”


  



  Reaction. That word again. Doc had mentioned it on my first visit. What had he said about it? Something about making up a false world. Bringing fake objects from reflection-dreams into the real world. Curiosity stole my fatigue, and I went back to the beginning of the lady’s interview.


  Maybe because it was late that odd thoughts began to work in my head. If reactions were real, and according to Sally they were, reactions were linked to fatigue. But what kind of psychologically messed up person couldn’t tell the difference between reality and a dream? I mean, come on. Sally thought she worked at a place she’d never worked at in her life? When she walked into the hospital that morning, didn’t she realize that no one looked familiar? It seemed a bit unlikely, and a lot hokey.


  I turned off the computer and lay in bed, philosophizing on how bizarre life was, and how it could change in an instant, and how much simpler mine would be without fantasizing about a certain someone.


  



  *******


  


  “I was thinking, we should have put some sort of tag on the necklaces with your contact info so people know where to find you if they want to buy more,” Liz said as her and Creed looked over my newest jewelry creations strewn out across my little kitchen table.


  “Ooh, great idea!” I told her. “Why didn’t you think of that sooner?”


  “Because I didn’t think of that sooner,” she mumbled, and Creed chuckled.


  “This one’s cool. How did you make the hole in the silver flower?” Creed held a necklace in front of his face, more interested in the workmanship than the design.


  “I used a little drill I bought from a hardware store.” And I pointed to the kitchen counter where the little yellow drill stood in its charger.


  Creed said exactly how I felt, proud of myself. “I’m so proud of you, Heath.” These are amazing.” Anything to get my mind off Nick, I almost responded.


  “Liz,” Creed spoke up, “why don’t you be Heather’s marketing agent? Heather can make the jewelry and you can be in charge of sales and drumming up more business. You guys could start your own company.”


  “Actually, I was thinking the same thing last night,” I admitted. “I could use some help making the necklaces; I’m already behind on orders. And we’ve sold a few hundred dollars worth already. If we got serious, maybe we could make something out of this. At least we’d have fun trying.”


  “And we’d become pro jewelry makers!” she exclaimed. “People would commission us to make jewelry for them, and we could do special events and parties and shower gifts…”


  And dumb winter weddings.


  “I’m in,” she said enthusiastically. “Let’s decide on a name and create a logo. And we can work after school every day. This will be so much fun!”


  Fun. Well, if it weren’t for this new hobby and the sudden demand, I would probably be in jail for stalking by now. I should at least do community service for the unreasonable amount of time spent thinking about him. But I was good at putting on a happy face. It seemed to work for Creed and Liz. Honestly, it was working for me too. Nothing would change wanting to be with him every second of every minute, but the more I smiled, the better I felt. And life was good: I had two of the best bff’s ever, I was going to college, and I was reviving little has-been antiques. Creating brought me joy.


  Creed was just as excited. “Then you can put tags on all the jewelry and really go at it!”


  “It’s set, then.” I truly was thrilled, ready to put my heart and soul and mind into a worthwhile hobby.


  “Speaking of going at it…” Liz walked to the couch and plopped onto it, lifting her legs across Creed’s lap. It was the first time I’d noticed how comfortable she’d become with him. “You never told me what happened when you went to Nick’s house the other day.”


  “Nothing much.” Shrugging my shoulders, I began rearranging the necklaces a bit too eagerly.


  “Did you get to talk?” Liz probed.


  “We talked.”


  Creed joined the conversation. “What did you talk about?”


  “Nothing really. We mostly argued.”


  The fading joy in the room ran completely out when Creed asked, “Why would he fight with you? What’s the dude’s problem?”


  “I’m sure I don’t know. But I think I might have started it.”


  “I doubt that.” Creed was still relaxed against the couch, his legs sprawled out and his arm resting against the couch back, with Liz’s legs across his middle. But I sensed he didn’t feel all that relaxed inside. He had always been protective of me; he still was. Maybe even more protective now that we’d kissed. There was something about sharing an intimacy that connected you not only in an emotional, territorial way, but in a purely physical, bodily way too. Now we had both. Although when I thought on it, Creed might have already felt that latter bond from taking care of me while I rested in my coma.


  “Did you guys talk about you guys?” Liz urged.


  “Mostly about the past.” Going over each necklace, I rearranged them for the second time. “We basically said our goodbyes.”


  This must have relieved Creed because he readjusted himself, grabbed a throw pillow, and then put it behind his head for a nap.


  “I’m sorry, but it’s not over till you’ve kissed,” announced Liz. “You haven’t, have you?” When I didn’t answer, she cried, “Oh my word, did you guys kiss?”


  “If you could call it that.” I glanced over at Liz, noticing that Creed’s eyes were still shut.


  “I’m going to kill you for not telling me. Did he, you know, kiss you, or did he kiss you? Short, or long and wet and sloppy? Details, details. Oh crap, or did you kiss him?”


  “All right.” Creed gently lifted Liz’s feet off and stood. “Come get me when you guys are ready to eat. I’ll be upstairs.”


  Quietly, we watched Creed leave. “He’s such a good guy,” Liz reflected. “But I’m glad he left because I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. I ran into Nick on campus yesterday.”


  My hands stopped working; she had my full attention. Did he say something about Creed? Was he kissing his fiancé, long and wet and sloppy? How quickly the tides turn, I mused. Did Liz talk with him? What did he say?


  As if reading my thoughts, she went on. “He said he was worried about you.”


  “Really?”


  “That’s not all. He said he just wanted me to know. I told him you’d been working on your jewelry a lot lately, and with that and school, you probably weren’t getting enough sleep. And then he asked me to keep an eye on you. He started to ask if you needed anything, and then he stopped himself. Interesting, right? I told you you’re on that boy’s mind.”


  “Why is he still on campus? I thought after his final project, he was done.”


  “I don’t know. Probably hasn’t finished all his grad-school classes yet. You know how that goes. But who cares. Did you just here what I said?”


  My head shook; not the response she was hoping for. “Ugh, you know what I need? I need”


  “A brain, scarecrow. The guy is beside himself in love with you.”


  What did that matter when he also had someone else to love? Someone who could kiss him whenever she wanted to, and wherever she wanted to, and however she wanted tolong and wet and sloppy. Man, I didn’t like that girl. “I think I’m more the tin man in this scenario.”


  “No, the cowardly lion,” she needled.


  “Meany” I teased back. “I would have preferred the wicked witch.”


  



  *******


  



  I was resting on my little hillside. Winter was setting in, and the air was cool and fresh. My car, Penny seemed to prefer the milder seasons, which would be inconvenient soon. It had been a little over two months since leaving the hospital. The sleeping log Doc had given me to fill out hadn’t been touched since my appointment last week. I wasn’t much for busy work. And besides, he’d said not to worry about my low energy, considering what my brain and body had gone through. Brain injuries, especially followed by comas, especially reflective comas, were tricky, and he only wanted to be extra cautious that we weren’t overlooking any side effects.


  The only side effect I knew of was the one on my heart. But there was nothing Doc could do about that. What I really needed was someone to talk to. I was searching for answers inside that I couldn’t find. I had a decision to make. It was the same decision I’d been faced with the first day I left the hospital. But for some reason the decision seemed more pressing now, and I wanted to get it over with. And there were so many voices in my head. Do I keep hoping, or let him go? Only one person could talk me through this.


  



  Thank goodness Professor was in his office.


  “Remember your Creative Writing class summer semester? That’s when I first got to know Nick. So many good memories. At the beginning of the semester, you assigned us all projects, remember? And Nick, he played the guitar. I’ll never forget that. I remember he told me he hadn’t played in years, but he wanted to play for me, and we hadn’t even known each other for very long. I wish I could go back to that time. It seemed so simple then. I bet he doesn’t play anymore.”


  “He’s a talented young man,” Professor recalled.


  An agreeing sigh. “It’s wrong to love him.”


  “Love is never wrong.”


  “Except in this case. You know, I keep thinking that maybe everyone would be better off if I’d never met him. Like maybe it’s better never to love at all. That way, you stay safe. No one gets hurt.”


  “Maybe, if you could see love as something you give instead of something you get…”


  “Crazy, he taught me what love is, and now it’s useless on him.”


  “Not useless, now there’s more use than ever. It’s not love that’s tearing you apart, my dear. It’s the lack of it.”


  “There is nothing lacking in my love for him, Professor.”


  “Do you love him enough to let him go? To give him his happiness?”


  It was as if his words knocked on the windows of the soul. To love someone enough to want their happiness more than your own? Was that it? Was that the answer? The thought was cringe-inducing, but becoming clearer.


  “Why do I have to go through this, Professor?”


  “The rain falls on all of us. But in every trial there’s a silver lining. You only need to discover it.”


  Professor’s words were again teaching the heart.


  “You are a rare gem, Heather. A true lady. You will do the right thing.”


  With a voice frayed from emotion, “Yeah, I know.”


  “Well then, it sounds like you don’t need me any longer.”


  “Are you kidding?” came the emotional reply. “You’re the only person I can really talk to. What would I do without you, Professor?”


  “You’d manage.”


  “I doubt that.”


  “Even when you are lonely, you are never alone. No one is ever alone.”


  “I do believe that.”


  “Of course you do. You’re so full of hope. That’s what makes you special, Heather. Just remember, some people are broken by their trials. Others are strengthened by them.”


  “I think I fit into the broken category.”


  His eyes twinkled, the wisdom running through them. “Well, then, thank goodness it’s the ones who are broken and weak who become humble, and therefore the strongest in the end.”


  The end…Why does everything have to end….


  



  I pondered on the things Teacher Jerry had told me, cast down by the heaviness of his words. The pang of loss would send me into a tailspin. But the fact was, the transition had come. I was now out of my shoes, and in Nick’s bigger ones. I began to hurt for him, not myself. His life hadn’t been any easier than mine. And how could I cause him any more grief than he’d already had in his life? How could I live with myself knowing that I was responsible for his adversity? It hurt to think of my selfishness, and how it might be affecting him. Well, no longer would I allow myself to be the source of his pain. No longer would I try to get in his way. My love had not only turned stronger, it had turned selfless.


  As for me, I felt a strength of mind, however melancholy, I hadn’t felt in a long time.


  



  *******


  



  When Liz and I rounded a corner after health class, I noticed the group of them standing in the corner of the quad. Peter was down the walk talking with Paige, and Nick and Creed were off to the side, closer to where we were. I grabbed Liz’s bag and tugged her back against the building so they couldn’t see us.


  I watched Creed move so that he was face to face with Nick. What were they doing? And why were Creed and Peter even on campus?


  “What’s your problem, man?” I heard Creed ask. “Aren’t you supposed to be engaged? You think you can just tow her along without hurting her? I have no idea why she even likes you. What she even sees in you. She deserves so much better. You’ve brainwashed her or something.”


  Nick’s head was down; he was listening but not giving Creed the satisfaction of his full attention, as if indirectly telling Creed that his opinion was not important.


  “You make me sick.” Creed would have made it through the confrontation without any bruises, even after referring to him as a parasite, had he not flicked Nick’s chin while asking, “Are you listening to me.”


  Faster than my eyes could follow, Nick grabbed Creeds shirt and threw him up against the brick wall. Luckily, Liz was grabbing my shirt just as violently or I would have looked like one of those paltry theatrical girls trying to break up a guy-fight.


  Peter and Paige must’ve seen the commotion too, because they were moving toward them.


  “What, are you going to hit me?” Creed’s words had more bite than his paled face. But to his credit, he went on, “Come on then, tough guy.”


  Nick whispered something into his face, words I couldn’t hear, but I could feel them.


  Though Creed was the one egging it on, Peter went straight to Nick, probably because he looked a thousand times more dangerous than Creed ever could.


  “Hey dude, relax. You’re overreacting.”


  I heard Nick for the first time. “Was I talking to you?” His low, even voice challenged Peter to respond, though his eyes stayed fastened on Creed. Peter answered his question by backing up. I don’t think he wanted to ruffle Nick’s feathers any more than they already were. For a second, I watched Peter shake his head, and then my eyes went back to the guy holding the other guy against the wall.


  Even and controlled, but with a darkness in his eyes that made my skin crawl, Nick put his forearm across Creed’s chest. “That’s a warning, Creed.”


  Nick let go of him just as Paige moved forward.


  “What’s going on?” she asked in a “please-don’t-make-a-scene-at-our-country-club” sort of way.


  They’re playing dress-ups, what does it look like? I itched to say.


  “It’s okay.” Creed was still pulling his t-shirt down. “We were just having a little chat.”


  I was nudged forward by someone much stronger than my little, petite friend behind me. But when I looked back it was only her. We stumbled toward the group.


  “Hey everyone,” Liz said in a tone that was much too bright, even for someone who might not have seen what happened.


  “Is everything all right here?” interrupted an accented voice that brought me back a few years. I turned and saw a lady walking toward us wearing a grey blazer and black dress pants. At first I thought she was a faculty member, but when I studied her face, I realized it was an old classmate; Mayra, the Australian lady in Professor Jerry’s Creative Writing class. The class where Nick played the guitar for me.


  “Hello, Nick. How are you doing?” I almost gagged at the way she looked at Nick, as if he were her very own, little boy toy, just as she used to stare at him a few years ago in class. I recalled I didn’t like her then, and I still didn’t warm to her. But I wouldn’t be affected by Nick’s business any longer. Let it go, I urged myself. She glanced over the group. “And Heather,” she said with surprise. “It’s great to see you again. I heard about your accident. I’m glad to see you’re doing so well.”


  Probably because I wasn’t responding, Nick spoke up, “You remember Mayra Jones, our Creative Writing professor?”


  My mind was elsewhere. It was more than not liking her because of her flirtations with Nick, though. She bothered me, but I couldn’t pinpoint why. Like a little itch in the middle of my back that I couldn’t get to. When I got an elbow from Liz, I snapped out of it. “Oh, um, sorry. Yeah, hi. Good to see you again.”


  “Is everything okay here,” Mayra asked. “I thought I heard someone say there was a fight going on. Nick?”


  “No, Professor. Everything’s fine. We were just leaving.”


  I didn’t hear Mayra’s response because I was wondering why Nick had called her professor. Was she a teacher now?


  “I’m sorry,” I interrupted. “But are you a teacher here now?” She was definitely dressed like one. But how does someone go from annoying student to Professor in a couple of years? Something didn’t mesh.


  Mayra looked at me like I had two heads. “Am I a teacher here now? I’ve always taught here”


  “Heather,” Nick interrupted, “Don’t you remember? She taught us both semesters of our Creative Writing class.”


  Everyone was waiting. Liz was looking up at me with little wide eyes, Creed was across from me, waiting for his childhood friend to speak up, Peter was looking at me with arched eyebrows as if to say it was my turn to speak, Paige…well she wasn’t really looking at me, but she was waiting too, Mayra was looking, and Nickbelieve it or notlooked more confused than anyone.


  “You mean the Creative Writing class that Teacher Jerry taught?” I questioned, beginning to clench the edges of my jacket.


  “Who’s Teacher Jerry?”


  



  Chapter 9


  I dropped my books and sprinted toward his office. I could hear the commotion behind me, Liz yelling my name, Creed too; footsteps trailed after me. But all I cared about was Professor.


  When I reached the grassy hill where I took my naps, I froze. For a moment there was nothing secure in the world.


  Where had his white office gone? Where had they moved it? Who was playing the joke?


  “Heather,” I heard Nick from behind me. “What are you doing?”


  “It was there yesterday,” I told him, pointing across the hill at nothing but wide-open space.


  “What was?” Creed asked out of breath, catching up to us, with Liz right behind him.


  “Professor’s office,” I told them. “I swear.” I put my hands over my face. I was going insane. “Nick,” I turned to him, pleading with my face for him to put my mind at ease. “Our Creative Writing teacher. Professor Jerry. He was our teacher. Not Mayra. Mayra was a student. She was a student in our class.”


  His head did exactly what I hoped it wouldn’t, it shook, and mine suddenly filled with a roaring noise.


  “How is that possible,” I said to myself, with them listening in. Did he really not remember Teacher Jerry? “Then where is Teacher Jerry?”


  “Heath?” Creed moved near me and took my hand. “Who’s Jerry?” He rubbed my hand inside his. “Is he a friend?”


  The look on Creed’s face scared me, which must have meant the look on my face had scared him. I shifted that same look to Nick, begging him to know the answer to Creed’s question.


  The one thing in my life that had always been certain was my rationale. If I wasn’t the most patient or even-tempered girl, I was always logical, even after the coma.


  But here, now, there was suddenly two of me. The “me” standing on the grass going through the experience, and the “me” that was watching the experience from a ways away, trying to make sense of what was happening.


  All at once, reality slammed into me, so hard that my lungs squeezed and I thought I might faint.


  “She’s insane,” I heard Paige say. And then she laughed from a long, swirling tunnel away. She stopped at a quiet murmur from Nick, turning toward him with a shrugging glance. I watched from afar as it unfolded in slow motion.


  Could I tell them to go away and leave me alone to figure this out? I was making a loon of myself. Even so, I was sensible enough to stop talking. At least I would appear to be half sane. If this was really happening, I would work it out in my own mind and make sense of it, at least to myself. But how could Teacher Jerry not be real? All our conversations, his understanding, his twinkly smile and wise old eyes….


  At some point I must have sat down because I felt someone pick me up. Leave me alone, I wanted to say, but then I guess I didn’t want to say it because nothing came out. What I really wanted was my bed. I was exhausted.


  Home. I was home on my couch, cuddled like a child in Nick’s embrace. I had no idea why I was crying so hard, other than it kind of made me feel like I was leaping into a cool lake on a scorching day, cleansed and revitalized. I knew he’d carried me from my little grassy hill into the car and taken me home. And here we were.


  The deep, dry sound of his voice soothed the dull ache inside; sensual words that closed every space between us.


  “Closer,” he urged, and I adjusted in his lap, wrapping my arms tightly around him. I held on as if I were possessed. His hands massaged my back, lulling my sobs away.


  Eventually I no longer felt like I was sucking breaths through a small straw. My cries turned into small, occasional, recovering hiccups.


  He turned my head and dropped his lips to my cheek, wiping my tears away with calm, chaste kisses.


  “Why are you here?” my thoughts turned to words. I couldn’t imagine what he must be thinking.


  His lips kissed my swollen eyes, and the side of my eyebrow. I never would have suspected, at such a dismal moment, that I would have wanted this. But his lips were so aware, attentive, and affectionate.


  “Because,” he whispered as he moved his lips back to my cheek and kissed me there.


  My defenses were completely down, and maybe that’s why his gestures of affection were slowly shifting my mood. It seemed out of place to feel pleasure in his advances when I’d just had an out-of-body, and just recently decided to stay out-of-touch with him. But maybe both of those reasons were why it felt so ruthlessly right. I clung to the way my body warmed with the each gentle press of his lips.


  “Because,” he continued, “I need you so bad that I ache with it.” He didn’t pause for a moment as he moved his lips toward mine, kissing half of my mouth in a soft petition. And nothing, nothing could have made me resist. Something otherworldly, basic and elemental, turned my lips into his.


  It was the first time he kissed me fully, and I felt every nerve in my lips pulsate. His mouth stayed where it was, purposeful and pressing, warm and supple, breathing air and life back into me, sending my body soaring.


  I tried not to think of what happened earlier. Let my thoughts fly away with the rest of me, I told myself. There was nothing but him. I needed him, and he’d just said he needed me….


  “Even though I’m crazy?” I asked between kisses.


  He chuckled against my lips and then lightly kissed them. I opened my eyes and saw a mocking curve of a smile. “What’s new? You’ve always been crazy.”


  Crazy, maybe. Psychotic, no.


  “I’ve done research,” he said, sweeping his lips across my cheekbone. “If dreaming up an imaginary teacher is your worst side effect, your doing pretty well.”


  The way he trivialized my problems was therapeutic. But the real therapy came in his touch. He was my very own personal, prescription drug. His hands gathered me into him, our arms tangling together as his mouth again began to drag over mine, sensual and deliberate, and so potent that it slowed my thoughts, exactly what I wanted it to do.


  He seemed to know precisely when my brain clicked off because his kisses lost all subtlety. A blistering flame rocked through me as his mouth worked mine in a greedy, savage way. He knew exactly what I needed, how to awaken my body, as if I were instructing him aloud. Kiss me here, now there, longer, harder. He picked me up and straddled me onto him, capturing my mouth again with a fierceness that engulfed me like a heat. My lips were throbbing from the pressure, swollen from the force of his.


  If this was paradise, I wanted to bask in it forever.


  And he was correct at the banquet, he knew just how to make me moan. Before long he was pushing me down to the couch, taking me in a crushing embrace. His hands eagerly wandered lower down my back, and then he pressed my body into his. The intimate moment was getting heavy.


  He groaned. “We have to stop.”


  “Why?”


  “For one, I’m uncontrollably aroused.”


  Being wrapped around his solid, heated body was ecstatically familiar, and that must have been why I spoke my mind. “Do we have to?”


  A long, recovering breath pulled from Nick’s chest. “Heather, if we keep going…I don’t want to do something we might regret.”


  We lay fused together for a few more moments, breathing each other’s air, extending our kisses till the last possible tipping point. It wasn’t near long enough.


  When the blanket of his warmth lifted off, my body rebelled, shivering.


  “I called Doctor Adams,” he said while walking into the kitchen. “You have an appointment to see him tonight.”


  “Yeah, I know. I heard you talking to him earlier.” It took a moment to return from wonderland and remember where I was. My little lamp in the corner, my jewelry on the round table, the couch vinyl underneath my hands, all helped remind me. “Where is everyone?’


  “What?”


  “Creed and Liz? Are they freaking out?”


  “They know you’re okay. That’s what matters.” He walked out of my little kitchen biting on a piece of licorice. “I better leave so you can get to your appointment, and I can cool off.”


  His words made me smile inside. “Do you need me to drive you home?”


  “No, my car’s outside.”


  Was it happening again? Another reaction? Because I was almost certain we drove in my car. “I could have sworn we rode in my car,” I spoke up. No, I was positive. I remembered it took a few tries to get her to start.


  “We did.” He was standing in front of me now, calling for my hands. I placed them in his and he lifted me up, moving the long piece of licorice to the side of his mouth so he could kiss my forehead. “Paige dropped off my car here, she had a friend follow her and take her home.”


  “Paige drove your car here?”


  “Whatever qualities she lacks, loyalty isn’t one of them.”


  “Shouldn’t you have gone back with her?”


  “I’m not with her, Heather. The engagement is on hold for now. I told her a few days ago that I needed a break. I need to spend time with you. It’s useless to fight it.


  “And she deserves my honesty.”


  



  *******


  



  “You’ve heard of the expression ‘In my mind’s eye’?” Doc asked. “That’s the best way I can describe it. It was in your mind’s eye that you were functioning from.”


  “I get the part about Professor being a part of my reflection-dreams. It’s like any dream where you make up a supporting cast.”


  “Exactly,” Doc agreed.


  “But how did I make him part of my reality? How could I have made that mistake? I don’t think a sane person’s brain would have allowed that.”


  “You are not insane; you are very normal. Though it probably feels to you like a psychological complication, it’s not, unless of course you make it one. It’s more physiological. And once the brain snaps back into full working mode, that’s really all it takes. It’s all part of the process of your recovery.”


  “But how did it happen to begin with?”


  “Let me explain it to you in terms of physiology. Your accident left you with some intracranial hemorrhaging and damage to your cerebellum, which is a part of your brain in the back area of your head.” He reached out and briefly patted my scar. “Without getting too technical, the back of the brain relays information between the peripheral nerves and the spinal chord to the upper areas of the brain. Now, the cerebellum, in particular, works a little different than other areas of the brain. The signals in that area are unidirectional, or what we call ‘feed forward’. It’s a lot like reflexes. You don’t have to think in reflexive responses. If your knee is hit in the lower, patella area, it automatically contracts. Same with information that moves through the cerebellum. It bypasses the thinking part and causes an automatic response.


  “Reactions have a similar effect on the body. Normally, when you are dreaming, the thoughts are forwarded to your brain, and then when you wake up, your brain forwards back the message that those thoughts were only dreams. A reaction happens when there’s a blockage in that system, in this case stemming from the damage to your cerebellum, triggering that area. The dreams you had and continued to have about a particular friendship, forwarded to your brain, but your brain never responded back that the thoughts were only that, thoughts.


  “This isn’t exclusive to brain complications in PRS comas, either. Haven’t you ever remembered something about your past, and then one day you couldn’t decide if it was a dream or if it really happened? On a small scale, it’s the same thing. Everyone has brain glitches. Your coma triggered one on a larger scale. But as far as long-term effects go, it’s not that big of a deal.”


  “But what if I have another reaction? What if there’s something else in my life I’ve made up from my reflection-dreams. I know it sounds bizarre, but he was real to me, Doc. That’s why I’m freaking out so much. We would actually have conversations.”


  “Let’s talk about that. The conversations you were having with him. Did they feel different?”


  They did. They felt exactly like a dream would feel. “Yes, they felt sort of like I was out-of-body; that underwater feel, like I was removed from the situation.” Now that I was informed, I could see the discrepancy so clearly. “But what about all the conversations I had with him?”


  “You were conversing with yourself. Your own deep thoughts.”


  “No, but he would say things way beyond me.”


  “Inspiration. There’s nothing strange about that. And your subconscious thinks much deeper than your conscious does. It’s normal to have had thoughts that don’t seem yours at first.” I didn’t realize my head was shaking until he said, “Listen, I can assure you, Heather, now that your brain is aware, it will not let you make the same mistake again.


  “And I can also assure you that you won’t be as tired anymore. Because your brain was working overtime when it was experiencing the reaction, it brought on tired spells. So, unless you continue to stay awake all night playing with your antiques,” he gave me a critical smile meant to brighten my mood, and it worked, “you should feel much more energetic.”


  



  *******


  



  Friday morning I woke up feeling better than I had in a long time. I went for a short, brisk jog around my neighborhood and came home to Creed raking some end-of-autumn leaves from the yard.


  “You’re just like your dad, obsessive-compulsive with dead leaves.”


  Creed turned to me, smiling. But his smile fell as he watched me march up the sidewalk. “Did you go running?”


  I searched my mind to determine what I might have done to make him upset. Did we have plans this morning that I’d forgotten about?


  “Heath, next time you run, I want to come with you.”


  Oh, the jogging. He was worried about my health, for no sound reason. Okay, so I did get run over once while jogging, and I did have a breakdown last week, but I was fine now. “You’re not always going to be here when I want to go,” I told him.


  “When I am, I want to come.”


  I shrugged. “Okay. Tomorrow morning at nine?”


  “It’s a date.” He began raking again. “Aren’t you going to be late for school?”


  “Not if I hurry!” I yelled, jumping down my stairs and then slamming my door shut.


  Doc was right, now that the reaction was over, my energy was at one hundred percent. There was nothing that brightened a day better than good health after a bout of bad health.


  Saturday morning I ran up the stairs and knocked on Creed’s door. He answered in his gym shorts, ready to go.


  “Are you sure you want to do this? You hate jogging.”


  “Who told you that?”


  “You did,” I smiled.


  “I’ve never said that in my life,” he answered, taking off at full speed.


  Grinning, I closed his front door for him and followed his lead. “Creed!” I screamed down the road. “Wait up!” I might have been able to catch him had I not been laughing so hard. He was running full speed with his arms straight down, his bum shifted out, and his face lifted so that from behind I saw the top of his head; a ridiculous form I knew wasn’t his. He didn’t stop until he got to the end of the long block. I was still choking with laughter by the time I caught up to him. He had collapsed on some grass in a random front yard.


  “That’s all I got,” he breathed out, lying down with his hands over his lungs.


  I sat down next to him and ended my amusement on a sigh. “Me too, now that I have a side ache from laughing so hard.” He was actually breathing pretty hard, which made me start to chuckle again. “Nice form with the jogging. One of the sexiest trots I’ve ever seen.”


  “What are you talking about? That’s how I run. Are you making fun of the way I run?”


  I smiled wryly. He wasn’t fooling me. He wanted me to take it easy, and this was his way of seeing to it. Or maybe he really was out of shape. Either way, he wasn’t budging, so I decided to do sit-ups right there in the unfamiliar yard.


  “Since you’re a wacko too,” I said after my first set, “I have to ask. Do you think I’m a nutcase?” I chuckled at myself. It sounded so nutty.


  “It’s not funny,” he muttered. “Don’t ever freak out on me again like you did at school. I thought you were on your way back to the hospital. I don’t want to see you in another hospital gown as long as I live!”


  “You don’t go to the hospital when you have an imaginary friend. Maybe the loony bin, but…” I made light of it. “But don’t worry. You’re still my best friend. He won’t take you’re place. You two are very different.”


  Eyes helpless, his mouth pursed, showing off his lovable dimples. “Stop fooling around like that.”


  “I have to joke about it,” I said, pushing through more sit-ups. “It’s kind of weird though, isn’t it? What were you thinking when it happened?”


  “I was thinking how mad I was at myself for not making sure you were getting enough sleep and taking better care of yourself.”


  Though I speculated over it, it wasn’t necessary to ask Creed why Nick was the one who took me home that day, when it would have made more sense for Creed to. After all, we pretty much lived under the same roof. And he was my best friend.


  I didn’t think it was a pecking-order issue as much as a personality one. Where Creed allowed things to happen, Nick made them happen. A shocked Creed would watch, whereas a shocked Nick would act. And Nick acted, which I certainly had no complaints about. He healed me that night in ways no one else in the world could have. Not even Creed.


  “I’m just glad you’re all right,” he added, standing up and reaching out his hand. “You really scared me.”


  He hoisted me up and we walked home. I was glad I was all right, too.


  What Doc said about reactions being normal, helped. But what comforted me most was my own rationale. I figured that my conversations with Professor weren’t much different from communication within dreams in general. Everyone has dreams where they talk to people, and, of course it’s really them talking to themselves. Yet no one considers that weird; it’s completely normal. So, how was my experience any different? Why was talking to someone in my dreams such a big deal? The only difference was that my brain didn’t peg it as a dream. But Doc said that part was all fixed, and I trusted it was.


  The intriguing part was trying to remember the conversations Professor and I had, and my own advice to myself. I tried to remember specifics, with little success. Mainly what I remembered was the strength and assurance Professor had given. He’d told me…no, I’d told myself to trust my heart. And I obviously wanted the chance to fight for Nick since I made sure to convince myself that some honest competition wasn’t a bad thing. And even though I knew it was a rough situation, somewhere deep inside I needed to see it through.


  I guess I was mostly pleased with the advice that I believed in myself; that in the end, I would do the right thing. And I still believed I would.


  Problem was, I didn’t know what was right.


  



  *******


  



  The next day consisted of a visit with Bob. It was a challenge explaining to him what had happened to me. Not because the story was complicated; I was hit by a car, fell into a coma, and then pulled out if it. The complicated part was revisiting how it used to be when I lived and worked at his apartment building.


  As I spoke with Bob about the time I got locked inside the office, and the time the power went out in the building and I tried to reboot the master switch but accidently turned off the back-up generator instead, and then the time I successfully rewired all the telephone and cable lines in the office, I couldn’t help but think of Nick. Nick was the one who busted through the stuck door to rescue me. He was the one who fixed the generator. And when he came to the office that night to check my cable line work, he was so proud of me. As I recalled, he didn’t wait for us to get to my apartment to show just how proudbut Bob didn’t have to know about that part.


  My stomach did a little flip of delight as I thought about Nick putting the moves on me. Nick was so good to me during our relationship back then. He was always there, always loyal, all mine. To fully grasp how amazing our relationship, it took a three-year separation and another girl; a life-shattering mistake on my part. To appreciate and cherish loved ones now, not when they’re gone, was another life’s lesson.


  When I left, Bob said I was welcome back any time, as an employee or a friend. “It’s hard to find help like you,” he’d said.


  “Thanks, Bob. That means a lot.”


  Chapter 10


  “New shirt?” I asked, not familiar with the light blue long sleeve that showed the definition of his lean body in a most pleasing manner.


  “No. Had it for a while.”


  “Oh.” Duh. Nice start to a night of erasing all those years apart.


  When Nick called, he asked about my visit with Doc and then said he wanted to go out. He’d pick me up at seven on Thursday night, and that’s the most of what I knew of this evening’s plans.


  Being a passenger in the black monster wasn’t anything like I thought it would be. Paige’s territory quickly and easily became mine as I familiarized myself with the comfortable bucket seats and up-to-date console.


  Nick’s sidelong glance came only after I’d rolled both front windows down from the middle of the dash, tuned the radio to a good song, checked out the seat warmers, and then finally settled in. Aside from the touch-screen radio controls, my favorite feature of the truck was, without question, the heated seats.


  Nope, there was something even better than the heated seats: the faint sound of Nick’s voice as he sporadically hummed to a song. As I recalled, he never realized he was doing it; it was an automatic response to his busy thoughts. Unfortunately, it didn’t last long since I couldn’t rein my curiosity.


  “What are you thinking about?” I wondered aloud.


  He stopped humming and considered for a moment. “How does the seat warmer feel?”


  “Best invention since the mattress!” I said enthusiastically.


  I was smiling, happy to see his grin, grateful the night had just begun, thrilled to be with him again, intensely aware of him.


  Because the windows were half way down, we heard the sirens as soon as they started. From the side mirror I saw red lights swirling behind us.


  “Were you speeding?” He never sped.


  Although he lifted his hand from the wheel and glanced toward the odometer, I had a feeling he knew he hadn’t been speeding. He’d already started slowing when he responded, “No.”


  From the side mirror, I watched the officer park behind us and get out of the cop car. He walked to Nick’s side with a slow, casual strut that struck me as odd and somewhat careless for a policeman. What if we were packing or something like that? This wasn’t some Podunk town like Nevada City, after all.


  Nick rolled the window down the rest of the way while looking out the front.


  “How are you, Nick?” the officer replied in a way that asked more than his one question.


  Surprised, I glanced over the same time Nick did, taking in a uniformed officer in his mid to late thirties, blonde, nice-featured save a small curve at the bridge of his nose, and wearing a staid expression.


  Though Nick’s face was turned away, I knew something wasn’t right when he didn’t answer.


  The cop went on, “Do you have your driver’s license and registration handy?”


  Nick chuckled. “Handy?” The tone mocked the officer, which made me even more uncomfortable. Nick went on, “Why don’t you tell me why I’m talking to you right now instead of driving.” It wasn’t intoned in a rude or disrespectful way, but it wasn’t light or jokey either.


  “Where are you off to?” the cop pressed.


  “That’s not your business, is it?”


  Oh, great. Our first date and he’s going to spend the evening behind bars.


  “Poor manners, that’s not like you.” The cop glanced past Nick and looked toward me, reaching out his hand. “Hi.”


  Because there was nothing I could do but try to smooth the situation, I reached back to shake his. “Hi, I’m Heather, Nick’s friend.”


  “And I’m Maxfield, Paige’s brother.”


  My hand stiffened in his.


  “Nice to finally meet you, Heather.”


  Keeping the proper tension but starting to feel the heat of my palm, I finished the handshake and let go.


  He focused back on Nick. “I stopped you because you were swerving. Have you had anything to drink tonight?”


  I was pretty sure he knew Nick didn’t drink, so he was obviously being a prick, and clearly because of me.


  I could imagine the look Nick was giving him: calm, with a hint of unbridled violence. “Not tonight,” Nick finally said.


  “No? No drinking? Partying? What about little Miss Nevada City over there?”


  “Careful, Mac.” The warning in Nick’s voice held a promise; I could tell Paige’s brother sensed it too.


  “I’ll let you off with a warning.” But Nick was already starting the truck.


  “I’m not finished” We drove off like that, leaving him standing there.


  The truck remained quiet for a while.


  “That was interesting,” I said, capitalizing on dead air, working to refuel the weakened energy in the truck.


  “He’s an interesting kid,” Nick confirmed.


  “It’s only fair that he doesn’t like me,” I began to say, thinking that taking ownership would lessen the burden Nick must’ve felt. “It’s nobody’s fault. You can’t fault him for wanting to stick up for his sister. He’s just trying to be a good brother, even if he was being a prick. If I had a brother, I’d want him to stick up for me like that. It’s what brothers are supposed to do. They’re supposed to be protective. Especially when they come across the enemy. He has every right to hate me. I’m the evil, other girl, and for all the reasons he has to think I’m”


  I stopped, aghast with a sudden suck of breath as water splashed on my face and shirt, prickling my eyeballs and drenching my arm.


  “Sorry about that,” I barely registered him say as my brain sought to place blame for the water that came through the open window and was now dripping down my face.


  He’d driven too close to sprinklers.


  To Nick’s amusement, I was still panting from the shock of it. To my shock, he was amused.


  “You did that on purpose,” I realized, yelling, suddenly deciding to yank on the side of his shirt to wipe my face.


  I looked over his shoulder to see an expressionless face, and it took all my willpower not to break out in laughter. Only Nick could find sprinklers in the middle of November.


  “Rude!” I pressed my face to his shoulder to wipe more wet on him.


  “Should I have told you to shut-up instead?”


  I mumbled through a restrained chuckle, “At least then I wouldn’t need a towel.”


  When I dried off, the conversation continued, him asking questions about my family and me answering as honestly as possible, enjoying opening up about a not so enjoyable past. I talked fondly of my stepbrother Max (briefly mulling over the coincidence that Paige’s brother was also a “Max”), telling Nick that I’d have to reconnect with him and his mother somehow, online or by sending a letter. I wondered if he still played the trumpet. After all the passed time, I was worried about not recognizing him.


  I told Nick the short version of my mom’s sickness, and then an even shorter version of Bill’s lovely life, the same guy he’d talked to all those years ago after I’d disappeared. I also mentioned my real father, whose last name was mine and who apparently lived somewhere in St. Louis.


  Nick listened quietly, sharing his feelings through the subtlest changes in expression.


  Soon we were headed up a steep, rocky canyon. Mercifully, Nick rolled the windows up this time, shielding us from the mucky terrain and mud puddles. The road grew so rugged that when I pulled the visor down to get a fuzzy out of my eye, my forehead hit the visor.


  “Is this where I start to hold on?” I laughed.


  “Not yet; around the corner. But I don’t suggest you start putting make-up on right now.”


  Is that what Paige did in his visor mirror? I was nothing like her. “For your information, I have something in my eye, thanks to,” I cleared my throat. “you!” And then I gave him a mock smile.


  That got a small rise from him. “Hold on,” he instructed as we turned a sharp corner. I gripped the handle in front of me.


  “Here we go!” I hollered as the engine roared. It was a mistake to turn my face to the road. Jagged boulders stared me down, spiking up the steepest, rockiest hill I’d ever seen.


  “We’re not really going up that” My voice cut out, too wobbly from the bumps to finish. Nick responded with a wicked smile. While looking sideways; my head hit the dash with the unexpected rock that lodged under his side of the vehicle, almost rolling us over. I laughed heartily, my neck jarring up and back.


  Holy earthquake, I was bouncing everywhere. And holding to the handle in front only pulled me from the safety of my seat.


  I squealed in delight, yelling at the top of my lungs, “I’m going to die!”


  The truck slowed, taking the next bump at a pace that didn’t jerk me off my seat.


  Nick’s hand was holding to a big strap above his window that read “grab handle”. Together our heads turned to my window, where no such strap existed. “When I bought this,” he explained, “I didn’t expect to have company.”


  “Is this why your jeep is always muddy?” We gradually turned another corner, this time treading over a rock on my side, tipping me into him. “Because you try to kill yourself every morning?” My hands latched to his shoulder, steadying me.


  “Faithfully,” he said as he started to laugh. “You look like you’re about to pee your pants.”


  “That happened a few minutes ago.”


  What a rush, I thought as we arrived at our destination in safety and went to climb out. No wonder he bought a jeep; it was the perfect adventure. Scarier than any outdoor activity I’d ever done, but not scary at all with him there.


  He sat atop the hood of the truck and I stood, lightly leaning against the protruding bumper.


  “I like to come up here to think,” Nick said. “This is the first time I’ve taken anybody up here with me.”


  “Really?” Meaning, You wanted to take me? I don’t know what to say. And then “The view’s amazing.” Meaning, You’re amazing, to have a place like this all to yourself, and then to share it with me.


  “What was it like being in a coma?” The question took me by surprise.


  “I guess it was like being asleep,” I said after considering his question. “I dreamt a lot. And the dreams were weird because they were my memories coming back to the surface. I guess my brain was rebelling against the amnesia, trying to remember my life.”


  “It doesn’t surprise me that you were rebellious even while you slept.”


  “Yeah, I don’t think that would surprise anyone who knows me,” I commented sheepishly. His eyes met mine and he grinned.


  “I think the hardest part is not remembering what I was like before. I keep wondering if my personality has changed. Or if what I remember about myself is accurate.”


  My whole thought process skewed when I looked over and saw his masculine body relaxed peacefully against the black monster, arms hugging over his face as if shading his sleeping eyes from the sun. Strange, as I stared at him, all of my problems suddenly lost their weight. And all my sweet imaginations and sublime daydreams melted away at the solid reality of him next to me, listening to me. At that moment I wanted to give him whatever he wanted.


  “When I saw you for the first time,” he said with a muffled voice, “you were standing by the door to History class. I’ll never forget that day; after all the time that’s passed, the picture is still in my head. You were biting your bottom lip, like you weren’t too sure if you wanted to come in or not. I figured you were a new freshmen from a small town with the typical cold feet, and I almost looked away.


  “But something about the energy in your expression kept my attention. It was like you were cheering yourself on, like you’d been waiting for that moment your whole life, and every part of your body was telling you it was time to jump. And then I remember watching you step into class. You got this big smile on your face. I’d never seen someone’s face light up the way yours did, and for no good reason. I remember at that moment wanting nothing more than to take that cute little stranger in my arms and protect her from all her fears.”


  When he finished, he lifted one hand to rub over his forehead, but his eyes remained closed.


  “I remember that day too,” I said. “I don’t remember everything, but I remember you. Doc says that some of the feelings I remember might be a little different than how I felt in real life, because in my dreams I was reliving the memories. But when I first saw you in my dreams, the sparks were flying like crazy.”


  His arms lifted and our eyes met. “And how is that any different from how it really was?”


  I bit back a smile, loving the way he teased.


  “You know what’s weird? My grandmawell, she’s not really my grandma, she was the manager at the library where I worked in high school, but I always considered her familyanyway, she paid all my medical expenses when I was in my coma. But I just found out that she died a year before I woke up. I have no idea who paid a year’s worth of my medical bills.”


  “You should ask Doctor Adams. He would know.”


  “That’s a good idea. I think I will. You know what else? When I think about the coma, one of the things I hate most is feeling so helpless. Not being able to do things for myself, like how my nurse had to rub my arms and legs every day, and not paying my own medical bills. I don’t think there’s anything worse than having to rely on other people.”


  “Everyone has to rely on others to a certain extent. Life would suck if we didn’t need each other sometimes.”


  “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I paused for a breather. “Sorry I’m talking so much.”


  “I like listening to you talk.”


  “I think I’m nervous.”


  That’s when he pulled up from the truck to stand, leaning his backside against the bumper. “Why? It’s me.”


  “Because it’s you.”


  “Come here,” he said, tugging the end of my shirt lightly and then guiding me by my waist into the crook of his legs. My hands held his sides, reminiscent of the past. He was solid as a rockthat was something that hadn’t changed. I was holding him in an intimate spot, and yet nothing near the way his hands slowly began brushing through my hair. They didn’t stop there, they moved to my face. His fingers caressed my cheek, and then ran along my jaw line in a little lazy wave. Then his knuckle went to my lips.


  I tried to repress a smile, but it surfaced.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “Nothing’s funny. I just feel like smiling.”


  His lips curled into a small grin. Taking my shoulders, he faced me away from him so that I overlooked the valley.


  “Tell me what you see,” he petitioned.


  “What?” I laughed. “What do you mean? You can see the same thing I do.”


  With his hands still on my shoulders, I was slowly guided back and my body leaned into his lap. “Pretend like I’m blind and describe to me what you see.”


  “Why?”


  He tickled my cheek with a piece of my hair. “It’s a game,” he responded.


  “A game?” I teased back, feeling relaxed in his embrace. I leaned in further.


  His arms went around me and his head came close to mine. “Play with me.”


  I cleared my throat, mostly to try and focus on something other than the warm breath on my neck and the wicked appeal that came with it. “Okay. Let’s see,” I said, making my voice as normal as possible. “Well, we missed the sunset so I can’t describe that to you. And it’s getting dark. Um, there’s really no color except for the blue sky and the brown ground. Did I just lose?”


  “Not yet. But you can do better than that,” he murmured, so close to my ear that I trembled. “I’ve been up here so many times, I forget how beautiful it really is.” Deftly, he placed both of my hands in one of his and soothed me with a light, tender kiss to my neck. “Tell me,” he mumbled in my hair.


  “Um, okay. I, uh…” His mouth felt too fabulous on my skin to thinks straight.


  When he swept my hair back, continuing to brush his lips across my neck, up toward the start of the hideous-looking scar, I instinctively froze and raised my hand to pull my hair down. But he prevented me.


  I shied away as much as his embrace would allow. “No, Nick”


  But his hands tightened, urging me to stay. “Let me,” he appealed, gradually working me closer. His lips moved on my skin as he spoke, “Tell me what else you see.”


  “I, uh…” How could I think of anything at the moment? Every inch of my skin tingled, every nerve sang, and still, I was mortified. “I…can see…fields…” His fingers were approaching my scar. The ugly, raised skin, both red and ragged. I wanted to shrink away, hide in the darkness, run from the humiliation. “Please, I don’t want you to. I can’t”


  “Yes, you can,” he whispered.


  I cringed when his fingers lightly traced the path of the swollen line of skin, his lips following, warm and gentle, thorough in their examination, pressing softly against the wounds, loving them away, affectionately, reverently, almost worshipful. And right then, I knew…I could. I could let go, let go of every fear and insecurity and reserve, and trust this man completely. At least I would exercise that trust. Experiment on giving myself up to him. To appreciate and cherish loved ones now, before they’re gone….


  I surrendered, my body relaxed to him, opened to him, reveling in more than the sweet sensation of his lips on my skin. I gave him my secrets, my hidden places, allowing him to know me again, all of me. And at that moment, all of the serenity from every ocean shoreline, from every flowered hillside, from every peach sunset was mine.


  Suddenly, all the emotion balled up in my chest and went rolling out of my throat in a barrel of giggles. But this time I knew why I was laughing. Because I was free. I was happy. And I was being kissed by the man I loved. I still wasn’t confident that he was completely mine, but that didn’t matter. It didn’t take away from the immeasurable feelings I felt for him. And if I took this moment out of life and time, it was perfect. I would savor it always.


  I giggled for a moment longer and then made an effort to tame myself. When I looked over my shoulder and he caught the look on my face, he smiled too. Not a mischievous grin or a wicked smirk, but a small, sincere smile. He seemed to enjoy the amusement because he turned me around and pulled me into him. “Ahh, I’ve missed you,” he whispered, and then he pressed his lips into mine.


  I wrapped my arms around him as we hugged, wishing every problem away. Who cares if I had a breakdown a couple weeks ago; who cares that there’s another woman out there with hopes of him coming home to her; who cares if I’ll never let her have him.


  “I have serious issues,” I said, unable to hold my thoughts from him any longer, even if I wanted to.


  “I’m the one with issues,” he said as he held me close. “I can’t stop thinking about you, Heather. Wondering where you are, who you’re with, if you’re okay. Everything you do, everything you are, makes me want you more.”


  His eyes settled, dark and unwavering on me, and his hands moved slowly down my arms. He tacked my hands around his neck again and then slid his hands back down the sides of my body to my waist. He lowered his mouth to my lips, and his kiss was so tender and so thorough that I drifted away, like a leaf to the cool wind.


  The sound of our lips coming together and parting was natural and raw, but natural and raw was just right for us. He kissed me like he’d been holding in three years of unrestrained kisses, and we went at it with a passionate tenderness that could have lit all of St. Louis on fire.


  “You’re shivering,” he might have said after a while. I was lost, barely registering his words. He caressed my shoulder blade with the pad of his thumb. “Heather, are you there?”


  “What?” I opened my eyes.


  He pulled away from where his lips were attacking my neck. “You’re cold.”


  I shook my head, my eyes hazed over.


  He stared at me for a long moment. “I used to love that look,” he said with a sleepy grin.


  “Hm?” When I saw my face through his eyes, I instantly came to and bit my lip, embarrassed. “What look?”


  His thumbs were running along my cheekbone as we stared at each other, and all I could think of was how much love pumped through my heart at that moment, so much so, that I thought it might burst.


  We kissed for a while longer, but I could tell the second time around, something was different. Because I was so attuned to his moves, I knew he was holding back, keeping his emotions in check and reining them in if they got too hot. It was discomfiting to feel his reserve. Not a good sign.


  While dropping me off, he walked me to the door. Before the moment got uncomfortable, he turned us together and gently cupped my face into his hands. A kiss would be good, I told myself. A full kiss would hold me over. But his friendly lips found my forehead. His voice strained as if trying to talk himself out of something. “I’ll call you later.”


  “Okay.” I didn’t want him to see my disappointment, so I turned my head.


  Before my brain knew what was happening, my body took over like a boomerang, turning me back into him. I lunged forward and took his lips with mine, stopping with a gasp and pulling away quickly. But his lips came forward in response, silencing me. I drew back again, turning my head away.


  He whispered in my ear, “Little coward. Aren’t you going to finish what you started?”


  “I didn’t start anything. YOU did!” I bit off.


  “Always stirring things up, aren’t you?”


  “Me?! You were the one kissing and drooling all over my neck tonight, not me!”


  He broke out in a confident chuckle. “Did I drool when I kissed you?”


  I turned away, avoiding a debate I would losehis kisses were Heavenand wanting a different one. “Why did you stop, Nick? What did I say to make you stop?”


  He furrowed his brow. “You didn’t say anything. I…I’m not sure. The way you looked at me. I don’t ever want to hurt you.”


  My mind quickly sifted through the possibilities. I hadn’t realized I had worn my feelings for him right on my sleeve. And it wasn’t that he responded wrong. But after all that was shared tonight, drinking him in without any reserve, he didn’t respond right. I had gone to the edge of my safety zone and stepped into the field of sheer vulnerability. And that must have been why a tear gathered in the corner of my eye. I blinked it back. No tears tonight.


  “Nick, I don’t want you to hurt me either, and I don’t want to hurt you. But I don’t know if I can do this anymore. I can’t make you love me.”


  “You know I love you, Heather.”


  The words sunk deep into my soul, conjuring memories of what used to be. I pushed the sweetness out as soon as it entered. “That’s not enough.”


  “What would you have me do?”


  “That’s not…I can’t tell you that.”


  “I want to know,” he said. “What do you want me to do? Should I turn my back on everyone, and ruin a girl’s life who doesn’t deserve it, and run away with you, and get married and have a family and”


  “And give me a big box of chocolates on Valentine’s Day,” I couldn’t help but say. I had to make light. The pain of rejection was too fresh, too excruciating.


  “Don’t joke,” he ordered.


  “Fine. What do you want?”


  “It doesn’t matter what I want.”


  “How can you say that, Nick? It’s all that matters.”


  “No, sometimes you don’t get what you want when you’re doing the right thing.”


  “How do you know what’s right?”


  “Heather, I lost my brother because I didn’t follow through once. I can’t do that again and have it sitting on my conscience for the rest of my life.”


  “So that’s what this is about?” His feelings were to be sacrificed on the altar of duty? Bull crap!


  Then what would I do if I were him? The sincerity behind his earlier question was so precise, I wondered if he’d put the decision entirely in my hands. I loved this man, more fully than my heart could hold. So much, that at the moment, staring into his eyes, I did want his happiness more than my own. I swallowed a lump in my throat and the bittersweet taste of longing that went with it. I kept my eyes where they needed to be for added strength, on the man that would always have my heart, and said, “I want you to be happy, Nick. And if that means honoring your promise to her, that’s what you should do.”


  Be strong, I whispered to myself. No tears, no snide comments about her, no playing the helpless, delusional, coma girl card, just dry facts. And then an exit, because there was nothing more to say. He now had my support, the one thing he lacked.


  Chapter 11


  The next day at school chance ran us into each other. It happened when Liz and I were eating lunch in the main cafeteria, talking jewelry. We’d been working on jewelry every day after school, which meant we’d been together every day for the past month.


  Liz was the type of person you couldn’t help but want to be around. I was drawn to her the first day I met her in History class, and I instantly knew we’d be friends (which might have had something to do with the fact that we’d already been friends in real life, but that was beside the point.)


  During our “let’s-go-create-more-junk sessions”, as we now called them, I’d learned several things about her that I’d either forgotten or never known. She was from St. Louis and her parents still lived there. Her only sister, one year younger, had married three years ago, and in Liz’s cute little sarcastic way she’d let me know how happy she was that her little sister had gotten married before her to a great guy.


  While I’d slept, she’d taken two years off of school, earning money by working at a makeup counter in the mall. Once in a while she’d get hired to do makeup for local weddings, but those jobs were few and too far between. It didn’t surprise me, then, how good she’d gotten at hair and makeup, and I’d told her so several times. Too bad her parents didn’t support the beauty school route. Though I wanted to encourage her to ignore her parents and follow her heart, I also respected the fact that she had loving parents who wanted the best for her; something I longed for. Something I’d being thinking about a lot lately, wondering if I should search out my real father, thinking that I probably should meet him at least once, and recently deciding that when it felt right, I would. Anyway, I wasn’t the ideal person to give parental advice. Besides, the type of advice I would’ve given, Liz needed to discover on her own.


  For a couple months somewhere during that time, she’d hung out with a guy-friend, but their relationship never went any further than several group dates, one or two single dates, and a few unmemorable kisses. Evidently Liz’s love life had been slow to non-existent. But she’d commented how work was so enjoyable that not having a better half around was fine by her.


  “What did you want to be when you grew up?” Liz continued the conversation as we both forked into the cafeteria Chinese food we were sharing.


  “I didn’t think about what I wanted to be as much as where I wanted to be, which was anywhere but home.”


  “But you never dreamed of being a movie star or anything like that?”


  “Yeah, I did. But my problem was that I wanted to be the character in the movie, not the person playing the part.” I smiled, biting into my egg roll.


  “That’s so you,” Liz laughed, and I nodded. “I bet you wanted to be one of those Disney princesses, The Little Mermaid, or Belle, or…oh, what’s her name? The feisty princess in Aladdin”


  “Jasmine,” I offered.


  “Yeah! Jasmine. You wanted to be Jasmine, didn’t you?” she teased. “Or, oh, I know, Dorothy! You wanted to be Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz! No, not Dorothy. You would never think there’s no place like home.” She said “no place like home” just how Dorothy would say it. And I almost choked on the water in my mouth. The way Liz’s mind worked, and the things she did. She was crazy, and I was laughing.


  “Okay,” she kept going. “Let me think…Mary Poppins! You wanted to be Mary Poppins. You’d be a good Mary Poppins.” She was in deep thought; this role-filling game had suddenly become serious business.


  I finally decided to help her out. “Willie Wonka’s wife.”


  She yelped her approval. “That’s your perfect part!” she wailed, stringing out our laughter. “Okay, okay, Gene Wilder or Johnny Depp?”


  “Come on, really? Johnny Depp. But not his character, him.”


  “Right?” she agreed. “He’s a fantastic male specimen.”


  At the same time, we both realized how stupid our conversation was, and giggled.


  If only she knew how right she was, that I’d imagined being Aladdin’s princess, King Eric’s long lost mermaid, and even Beast’s beauty. Mostly, it was the happily ever after part I wanted more than anything.


  “You know what’s funny? Most of those movies I watched at Creed’s house, with him. And he liked them just as much as I did, you can tell him I said that.”


  Liz smiled first, and then laughed. “What was Creed like growing up?”


  I curled some teriyaki noodles onto my fork. “He was like a big brother to me. Really protective. He taught me how to kick a ball and swing a bat. Then he’d get mad when I’d hit the ball farther than him. He would say it was his pitching, not my hitting.


  “But he was so protective. He would never let anyone say anything mean to me or bad about me. And he would never let anyone treat me unkind. He was good to me.”


  “I bet,” Liz said distantly.


  “In high school he was really popular. A ton of girls liked him because he was nice and good-looking. I think I ruined a lot of his chances with other girls, though. He was loyal to me; too loyal. I would tell him to go out with other girls, to take someone besides me to the school dances, but he never did. I think he thought if he didn’t take me, I wouldn’t go with anyone else. He was probably right, but still.”


  “Why wouldn’t you go with anyone else? I bet a lot of guys wanted to go with you; you’re a babe.”


  Perfect timing. I looked up with a big, toothy smile, noodles hanging all out of my mouth.


  “Sick!” she yelped. “That’s my food too!” Teasingly, she took a napkin and dabbed at the noodles, then took a bite as if to say her cleaning job had worked its magic.


  “We were best friends.” I shrugged. “I guess in the end, we really did want to go with each other as opposed to anyone else.”


  “But you were never more than friends?”


  “We were. We were always more than friends. But in a familial way, not a romantic one.”


  “Do you think he feels the same?”


  I almost told her about our kiss, but decided against it at the last minute. It was personal, private, for us only, something only we would understand. Anyone else would make it something it wasn’t.


  She was waiting for my answer. “I think he knows me so well and cares about me so much, that there’s hardly any room left for a romance to blossom between us. Does that make sense?”


  “Yeah, sort of.” She looked down and reached her hand across the table. “Let’s see what Confucius says about it!” And she handed me one of the two fortune cookies. “Here’s mine,” she said, cracking the cookie and taking out the white slip of paper. “Never overlook what’s right in front of…”


  And that’s when I saw him. I glanced up and there he was in the cafeteria getting some food.


  He walked behind a food kiosk, out of my line of sight.


  “Liz. Liz, stop talking,” I said.


  She stopped immediately, tracing the path of my eyes to the food area. “What?”


  “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”


  I couldn’t let him get away that easy. At least I wanted…What did I want? To say hi? To talk to him? To let him see me? Yes and no to all of the above. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to happen, I only knew that it wasn’t my brain leading me across the room.


  I stood a ways back, pretending not to see him, pretending to decide on which dessert to choose from the bakery shelf in front of me. I glanced his way, watching him pick up his food and carry it to the register.


  This is so stupid, I told myself. Are you ten years old? In the lunch line tailing the guy you have a crush on? Too scared to say hello? Grow up and meet reality.


  After the pep talk, I walked confidently toward himwith some chocolate mini donuts in my handready to say hi.


  “Grab some chips for me, babe?” I heard him say over his shoulder.


  I stopped cold in my tracks. Had he seen me?


  “I got them,” I heard from my left.


  Realizing his words weren’t meant for me, I turned to see the girl who haunted my dreams.


  Of course they weren’t meant for you! So, you went on a date, made out with him, he kissed your scar. That doesn’t change anything. You told him to choose whoever would make him happiest. Obviously that was her.


  My sudden antagonism must have nudged her attention because she turned her head right then. If I hadn’t paused for my mind to chuck the package of donuts in her face and then grab another package to hurl at him, I could have made a clean get-away. Too late.


  She grinned at the way the endearment affected me; I never was great at masking emotion. What’s more, it shouldn’t have affected me the way it did. Just last night I’d told him to be with her. So why was I standing there? Leave them alone, Heather.


  Before I could turn my head away, she put her hands on his chest and lifted to kiss him. Weird, he didn’t seem to want to kiss her back. In fact, he practically turned away. When his head shifted sideways, I thought he might have seen me. But abruptly, she compelled him back into her, and in that instant something changed. His entire demeanor altered. He kissed her back this time, really kissed her, right in front of me, in the cafeteria line, his hand at the small of her back, pulling her closer as if he wanted more.


  Like an idiot, I sat there and watched their public display.


  “Oh hey, Heather,” Paige turned to me and said when the kiss ended.


  Like a dead fish, I didn’t move. I let her stare me down. Just then, I felt a small arm hook around mine. Liz reeled me out of the water and stood beside me, staring at Paige as if she were the worm.


  I hugged her arm, both in silent thanks and to keep me upright. I couldn’t look at him. He’d made his choice. There was no point in looking anymore.


  “Good to see you guys,” Paige had the gall to say.


  “Not so much,” Liz piped back, pulling on my arm. “Come on, Heather.” She gave Nick a sidelong glare and said under her breath, “You both can go choke on your food.” She yanked me away as I watched Nick eye Liz, sharing the beginnings of a grin. He was amused by someone who had just told him to go choke on his food?


  “There she is,” someone said from my side. “’Tis the beautiful Scottish Heather of summer.”


  “Hey Bart,” I replied, not having to look to my right to know it was my skater friend from Communications class who’d joined the pleasant little cafeteria powwow. But I looked anyway just to be nice.


  “We still on for tomorrow night?”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  “Okay. See you at seven,” he said.


  When we were almost out of the building, Liz whispered, “That was good. Nick thinks you have a date now. He thinks your moving on. Let him chew on that.”


  “Yeah,” I answered with zero enthusiasm.


  “You know, it’s probably just a habit for Nick to call her that,” I heard her say after a while of silence.


  “It’s a good habit,” I responded, my face placid. “It makes a girl feel special to be called a babe.”


  Liz sighed.


  “I really need to learn how to turn off my heart before it implodes. There’s got to be a switch somewhere in my body.”


  “No. There’s no switch.”


  “Then please don’t ever let me run into them again.”


  “Okay.”


  



  *******


  



  Crunching numbers was one of my favorite pastimes, so Statistics class wasn’t as bad as everyone said. I actually looked forward to going, which might have had more to do with the dynamics of the class than my love for balancing budgets.


  With over a hundred students, most of us were no more than a face and a student number. But in the auditorium-style room there were two steady hand raiser guys who always sat in frontthere’s always at least one in every classwhose comments were pretty witty.


  It was Monday morning and I was still recovering from Thursday night’s date and Friday afternoon’s kiss in the cafeteria. What bothered me most was that the harder I tried to forget, the more I thought about it. Their kiss haunted me. He haunted me. Distraction was the only sure tool.


  So I tuned into the microphone and the statistic’s-laden story being told.


  The instruction continued, “The chart on the overhead shows the distribution on the cost of a one night’s hospital stay, for different types of medical conditions. For overnight surgery, what’s the probability…”


  I tuned out pretty fast; the numbers on the chart floored me. A one night’s hospital stay was between two and three thousand dollars?!


  Because my mind was thinking mathematics, an equation formed in my head. There were three hundred sixty five days in a year, round that to three hundred for ease, at two thousand dollars minimum to be on life support each day, not to mention the cost of surgeries and the extra care I received, that’s almost a million dollars a year. Grandma V could never have afforded that. And she was gone the last year of my coma.


  Who paid my medical bills?


  



  *******


  



  “Who paid for my coma?” I asked Doc at my appointment the following day. “I know Grandma V’s money ran out. It had to. There’s no way she could have paid all those medical expenses.”


  “No, you’re right. She couldn’t. She kept on top of your bills for a year, then made arrangements with the hospital to pay monthly. We didn’t tell her, but it wasn’t near enough. And since she wasn’t your legal guardian, we weren’t obligated to follow her instructions to keep you on life support.”


  “Then how did I stay on the machines for so long?”


  “It was a miracle, really. The hospital was up for some medical research grants. A short proposal was submitted to the board on your behalf, with analysis on your brain and heart readings. Because we suspected you a PRS coma patient, we thought the board would grant the funds to keep sustaining your life. We were right.


  “To answer your question, the government paid.”


  The government paid to save my life. I owed the government? I could make a good joke out of that one, I teased with myself. But on to more important questions. “Who wrote the proposal?”


  One of my colleagues. You met him while in the hospital, when you came to from your coma. His name is Bruce Westwood. He’s a brain surgeon, a darn good one, performed your surgery after the accident and then monitored your brain activity for the length of your coma.”


  “I think I remember him. He was in the hospital room when I first woke up.”


  “Taking your brain readings, yes.”


  “So, he wrote the proposal?”


  “His research was included in the proposal.” Doc rushed through his next comment. “I gathered all the findings and sent them off to the board. But if I hadn’t, he would have.”


  My first thought was: So Nick was right when he’d said we needed each other sometimes and that life would suck if we didn’t. It definitely would have sucked had Doc not “gathered all the findings”.


  My second thought was: “Doc, do you realize you saved my life?” I left the couch to hug him, something I’d wanted to do for a long time, but had refrained since I knew it would make him uncomfortable. I didn’t care anymore.


  “You don’t need to thank me,” he said, waiting until I was done hugging him to finish talking. “I save people’s lives all the time. It’s what I went to school for. And in all honesty, you owe your life to Dr. Westwood, not me. He saved you. And he was extremely faithful in his follow-up with you. I’d say if you’re going to thank someone, it should be him.”


  “Both of you saved me.” I loved doctors. “Do you think it would be too much to ask to see him? I’d like to thank him too, in person.”


  “Not at all. In fact, I was with him not a half hour ago, seeing to another one of his surgery patients. I’ll walk you to his office. If we’re lucky, we’ll catch him there.”


  I recognized him not by face, but by the large distinguished portrait painting on the far wall of his office, lit by a small spotlight. While his head was down seeing to the papers on his large mahogany desk, I studied the rest of his office. Two standing lamps with leather shades stood in each corner, giving off the only light in the room, and the dark brown walls added to the dimness. Behind the desk, shelves were lined with books, hundreds of large volumes, some bound in leather, others bound in more modern materials. His desk was mostly bare save two or three opened manila folders and a digital picture frame. The green hospital scrubs he wore clashed against his surroundings, but that didn’t take away from the affluent, VIP feel of the room.


  Doc knocked on the open door and Dr. Westwood’s eyes rose.


  “Excuse me, Bruce, I have someone who would like to talk to you.”


  “Mark,” he said, “Come in.”


  It was his voice that I remembered most from a few months ago, the first real voice that woke me from my coma: somber and serious, and conflicted with his gentler words. Doc waved me in and nodded his head in an encouraging, invisible shove. Then he mentioned something about seeing me next month, said his goodbye, and closed the office door behind him.


  The office was uncomfortably quiet. Too quiet.


  “Hi,” I said.


  “Have a seat.” He folded a file closed and carefully slid it to the side of his desk. “How may I help you?”


  How stressful to perform brain surgery each day. No wonder he carried himself slowly and meticulously, people’s lives were at stake. Instant admiration was one of my few feelings toward him. Another was respect. A third was how handsome he was for an older man, even with his pepper colored hair and pronounced nose and chin. And a fourth was spoken aloud.


  “I wanted to thank you for saving my life. Doc told me…” I cleared my throat, “Doctor Adams told me that you performed my brain surgery three years ago.” I didn’t know why my voice shook; I wasn’t the type to be easily intimidated. “Doctor Adams also told me you monitored my brain while I was in my coma. And then helped write the proposal to fund my life support.”


  His eyebrows lifted a fraction. “Ms. Robbins, yes. We referred to you as the miracle girl.”


  A small laugh came out. “Yeah, Doctor Adams calls me that all the time.” My head bent down to gather my thoughts and I watched a few of the pictures flash on and off the screen of his digital picture frame; family pictures, I noticed absently. “I’m not really sure what to say.” I kept my eyes on the digital picture screen to gather my thoughts, finally looking up to make eye contact. “How do you thank someone for saving your life?”


  “I appreciate that, sweetheart. I take my work very seriously…”


  I wanted to hear him, but the pictures from the digital frame kept tugging on my eyes, embarrassingly enough.


  And then his words drowned out as a cold, prickly feeling crept down my spine.


  Automatically, my eyes centered on the frame, and the pictures inside it. One after another, pictures and people digitized in and out of the screen, scenes that left me speechless. The frame made its way to my hands and I found my voice. “How do you know them?” I turned the screen toward him.


  “That’s my daughter. And her fiancé.”


  His words tweaked my heart as I stared forward and saw Paige and Nick, the cop that pulled us over, her upscale family.


  “Their engagement party last weekend,” he clarified.


  “Last weekend, meaning a few days ago?”


  “Saturday night,” he confirmed, smiling proudly as any father would when his beautiful daughter had found Mr. Right. “You must be friends with my daughter.”


  I almost had a brain aneurism right there, in his office, in a hospital, in front of a brain surgeon. Because that would be Saturday, two days after Thursday. Two days after four wheeling, and uncovering my scar, and kissing my neck, and nibbling on my ear, Thursday? Wow, Nick definitely had made up his mind, and he’d been fast about it. The proof was flashing right in my face, like a big neon sign blinking “fool”, “dupe”, “chump”, “sucker” with each passing picture.


  My emotions in check, I nodded. My tongue twisted in a knot when I thanked him again. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.


  The sun shined too bright on the ride home. The weather was beautiful for the beginning of December. Too bad I couldn’t enjoy it. Not even bothering to think, I went straight to Liz’s house. I didn’t mention to her what happened. Sometimes the spectacularly terrible coincidences of life couldn’t be explained right after they happened. Paige’s father saved my life? Had Paige known, she probably would have snuck in the hospital and pulled the plug. But it was more than that. Sure, I’d told him to choose her, but I didn’t really mean it. I did want his happiness. But I was still hanging on, still hoping without hope that I would be a part of that happiness somehow. Even after our talk, after the kiss in the cafeteria, I didn’t want it to be over. I was hanging by a final thread.


  Dr. Westwood tore the last little fiber in two.


  I felt nothing, empty, which was a relief after all the pain I’d suffered. I wanted to feel light again. Grief was a monster I was through grappling with. And the pain had wacked me around enough that I was ready to be done with it. At last, the clamp of resignation had taken hold and I knew this was it.


  Liz and I went back to my place to work on jewelry for the night. I made two of my best pieces yet. One was a bright red, heart-shaped broach that I’d scuffed up with a pocketknife and then secured on a black chain with grey and black roses. It was eerily gorgeous. The other piece was another necklace, choker length, with jagged beads in randomly loud colors dangling in different lengths all around the piece. It looked like a shattered stain glass window. I tilted my head to survey my newest creations, eventually nodding in silent approval. If I’d known Paige would turn out to be my paranormal-work-of-art muse I would have used her for that purpose sooner. Well goodbye her, and goodbye him.


  “Would it be cool if I hung out with Creed?” Liz said while working on the other side of the table.


  Whoa, where did that come from?


  “You and Creed?” My response might have come out a bit snappish, which was unfair since she hadn’t a clue why my mood was so disagreeable tonight.


  “No, it’s nothing like that,” she quickly countered. “I wanted to go see this movie with him that we were talking about last week and I was making sure you were okay with it. You can totally tell me if it’s awkward.”


  Put your own troubles aside and tune into your friend, Heather. Now.


  It only took a moment to obey, and I looked away from the jewelry and found Liz. “Not at all, Liz. I’m so fine with it.” But was I? Apparently so, because when I said it, I didn’t feel an ounce of offense toward either of them. Maybe I was becoming so strong and calloused that my ability to feel had vanished altogether. No, last I checked my heart it was still beating for a guy who had an engagement party last Saturday.


  Liz left at midnight.


  Crazy how life works, I thought to myself as I hopped in bed. Maybe all of this happened to bring those two together. My two best friends. If Creed spent more time with Lizif anyone spent more time with Lizit would be impossible not to fall for her. She was too quality. And stranger things had happened, I was proof of that. Well, anyhow, if it did work out between them….


  I reached under my pillow and pulled out the black watch Nick had given me so long ago. I wasn’t comfortable wearing it while she still wore his ring. But to sleep near it reminded me of my strength. I’d persevered through a three-year battle with a coma, and a broken heart. I could face anything now. Maybe even an estranged father.


  I turned the watch over and read the engraving: Heather and Nick ~ Timeless.


  



  *******


  



  It had been a week since Creed and Liz had gone to their movie.


  It had been over a month since Liz and I started our business. We’d sold five hundred dollars worth of jewelry to date, with a stack full of orders pending.


  It had been twenty-one years since I’d laid eyes on my father. It was about time I see him again. Healing was about making things happen, not sitting back and waiting for them. I was ready to move forward and take the next step. I had an address and a surprise appointment with his front door tomorrow.


  It had been three years since my heart was effectively stolen. It was extremely difficult to figure out how to get it back or live my life without it. My only peace was his happiness, which would have to be enough for now.


  But it still hurt like the fires of Hell.


  Chapter 12


  Movies said he would cry. Books said he would explain why he abandoned us all those years ago. He said nothing, only stared at me.


  It took forty-five minutes to drive to my father’s house. Forty-five minutes of mulling over the feelings I’d had toward him over the course of my life. I remembered asking my mom about him once, but she hadn’t said much. I gathered he didn’t want to have anything to do with us since he lived in Missouri yet never called or tried to reach out.


  In high school I remembered during sex education class asking myself the question: What kind of person would abandon their own baby, their own flesh and blood, not to mention walk away from the person they impregnated? Sometimes I wondered how anyone could live with himself or herself after doing such a thing. Sometimes I wanted to punish him for ignoring me my entire life. Sometimes I thought I hated him. But most of the time I didn’t think about him at all. I often told myself I didn’t care to meet him. But that wasn’t true. A deep need inside of me wanted this. In truth, lately I longed for the connection.


  And I was at a point in my life where I didn’t have a place inside of me anymore to hold onto resentment or anger. Life had taken me through a black abyss and worked me over a bit, but the results were indefinable. I always knew I had a fire for life, but now I knew how to apply that fire. Now I felt like I could accomplish anything. I believed in myself. I wasn’t sure I could have done this at any other time in my life. I felt almost as if the past few months had shaped me for this very moment.


  There were no expectations. He might want nothing to do with me, and that would have to be okay. I didn’t want him to think I needed anything from him; I wasn’t looking for money, or even an apology. Neither of us could change the past.


  But I had the future, and that’s what I looked to.


  I was wearing around my neck my favorite necklace with the old key and Mom’s pearl. This was for her too; she would want me to do this. Not for their relationship because that was their private affair, but because Mom loved me so much, and she’d want my father to know why. And I wondered the same about him: What made my mom fall in love all those years ago?


  He lived in a clean, upper-end trailer park in a nice neighborhood, with small but tidy, freshly manicured front yards. When I found the unit with his address across the front, I turned nervous, but mostly for the unknown. I was curious about this man, my father. A million thoughts ran through my head. How old was he? What did he look like? Did he resemble me? Would I recognize him somehow? What kind of person was he? I walked up the steps and knocked on the front door with all these questions. A large dog barked from inside.


  And that’s when he opened the door and stared at me.


  The first thing I noticed was his blue eyes, because they were mine. He was younger than I thought he’d be; dads were old. But he looked like he was barely hitting his forties. I also thought he’d be a little rougher looking. Though he did have brown stubble over his cheeks and around his lips, his overall look was one of respect, soberness, and thoughtfulness. I knew his kind: middle class, hard working, a man of few words. He had a high, long billed, truck driver hat on, and I wondered if that was his occupation, driving trucks. He could surely see the questions written on my face as we stared at each other for the very first time.


  “Are you Wayne Robbins?” I asked. Stupid question, since I already knew he was. But I couldn’t think of another way to start the conversation.


  “Yes,” he answered in a thick Missouri accent.


  “Hi.” I reached out my hand. “I’m Rose’s daughter, Heather Robbins.” I hadn’t planned on shaking his hand; handshakes were formal. I hadn’t anticipated wanting to shake his hand. But I guess it was pretty natural to want some form of connection when first meeting a family member.


  Automatically he shook my hand. His was rough and calloused, strong and capable, and felt good inside mine. But after a moment his eyebrows stitched together and his grip tightened.


  To answer his silent question, I said, “I’m pretty sure we’re related.”


  He didn’t say anything. He’d put it together quicker than I’d expected. By the look on his face I think he forgot that babies eventually grow up and become adults.


  “Can I come in?” I was blown away by my composure; my hands didn’t fidget once. Calm interest replaced nerves on this occasion.


  When he held the collar of the big, panting golden retriever and unblocked the doorway, I stepped into my father’s home.


  The décor was more feminine than I’d pictured it. A large, framed cross-stitch of an old, Victorian-style home surrounded by colorful flowers was hanging from the dark, wood-lined walls. Two fake flower wreaths hung from a sidewall, and the same fake flowers were in a white glass vase on top of a small side table. A beige colored couch lined the back wall, and a coffee table rested in front with an open crossword puzzle book resting on top. Though the carpet was the same dark brown as the walls, the home didn’t feel dim. It felt homey and peaceful.


  I gradually made my way toward a shelf, studying two plaques there. My father remained silent as I examined the shelfI was right, a man of few words. The plaques were some sort of government or union awards that read “Manager of the Year” above my father’s name. Two years in a row he’d received the award; he was a hard worker. The shelf also held a small picture consisting of my father, a brown haired lady, and a guy about my age wearing glasses.


  I couldn’t help but pick up the picture to study it. It didn’t make sense that I was examining a picture of him to see what he looked like, when the real him was right behind me. But pictures were easier to stare at. He was slender, but had a tall, strong body. His mouth wasn’t the smiling kind, I could tell by the picture. But his eyes were. And in the photo he was happy.


  “Is this lady someone special?”


  “My wife of seven years. She’ll be home from the bakery at five. She works there.”


  I could tell he didn’t know what to say; he was uncomfortable.


  “And the guy with the glasses?”


  “My stepson. He’s at college, in Minnesota.”


  The picture must’ve been relatively recent since my father looked pretty much the same and the kid had on a cap and gown, obviously his high school graduation. I couldn’t help but feel of tinge of jealousy that my father went to this boy’s graduation and not mine, but I quickly shirked the emotion. Nothing from the past.


  The boy and his mom looked alike. They seemed like normal, nice people, from what the picture told.


  “I’ve thought about you,” he said from behind me. I knew from the way his voice lost it’s strength, it hadn’t been easy for him to admit.


  It took a moment for me to answer. “I’ve thought about you, too.” I placed the frame back on the shelf and turned to rub the head of the large dog that had been brushing against me since my arrival. Paying attention to the dog seemed a good way to hold back my emotions. “What do you do for a living?” I asked, glancing away from the dog and up toward him for a brief second. He’d taken off his hat and was holding it in his hand.


  “I work road construction for the government.”


  “And you’re in management?”


  “I head a small crew. We work from three in the morning until two, every day but Sunday.”


  “You must be good at what you do.”


  “Well, I don’t…” He shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know.”


  I was still standing, wondering if I should take a seat or if he wanted me to leave.


  He said a moment later, “Do you want something to drink?”


  “No thanks, I’m good.”


  I took that as an invitation to sit, so I walked to the side of the coffee table and sat on the light blue recliner in the corner of the room. The dog followed and sat right over my feet, which caused me to laugh.


  “Bessie doesn’t usually take to strangers so well.”


  “Yeah, I think she likes me.” I reached down to pat her, but her head lifted and licked my hand instead.


  It was odd to be talking to the man I’d speculated about for so long. It was even stranger to look in his eyes; it was like I was looking in the mirror.


  By the way he slowly walked around the coffee table and sat tightly, I could tell he was way more ruffled than I was. I had so many questions, but they would overwhelm this type of man. I thought I might not like him, but I do like him. I found myself wanting him to be comfortable around me. I thought maybe if I asked surface questions….


  “Do you like crossword puzzles?” I pointed toward the coffee table.


  “I do two or three every day after work.”


  I wanted to know him more, ask him all of my questions. Now wasn’t the time, though. And if I didn’t leave soon, they would start pouring out of me. I didn’t have the self-control to stay in a tempting situation without succumbing. “Well, I won’t keep you. I just wanted to meet you.”


  He got up with me.


  “I probably should have called first, but your number’s not listed. I hope I didn’t impose. I’m glad I came over.”


  He responded by moving around the coffee table. It was Bessie who actually started to whine when I opened the door to leave. How did animals know?


  “Okay, well, it was nice to meet you.” And I turned to leave.


  “Heather?” I heard from behind me. I never thought I’d hear my dad say my name, my eyes burned immediately. I swallowed back the emotion and turned toward him. “Will you come back and meet my wife?” Was it my ears, or was his voice shaking too?


  “Yeah, I will.”


  “Her name’s Meg.”


  “Okay.”


  It was all right that he didn’t return my smile or wave. I met my father, Wayne Robbins. And I liked my father. And even though Bessie showed more affection than him, he asked me to come back. It was more than I could have ever asked for.


  



  *******


  



  All I could think of that night was telling Nick about meeting my dadnot the Nick who kissed his fiancé in the cafeteria, but the one who took me four wheeling. My Nick would be so proud of me. He had this way of celebrating my achievements with just a look, or a few, heartfelt words. I had to remind myself that these type of cravingsto share my successes and failures and sentiments with himwas normal and would eventually disappear. And besides, he wasn’t my Nick.


  But could I call him and tell him? Just because he was getting married didn’t mean we couldn’t be friends. Or did it?


  Who was I kidding? We could never be friends. Because I couldn’t imagine a true celebration without his lips loving on mine.


  



  *******


  



  I shut the front door with my foot, quickly tossed my wallet on the counter, dumped my clean laundry from basket to bed, and then answered my buzzing phone. “Hello?” I said as a question rather than a greeting. “Anonymous” and “California” written on my caller ID threw me for a minute.


  “Heather?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Hi, Heather. I don’t know if you remember me very well. It’s Nick’s sister, Emily.”


  “Oh my gosh, Emily!” Emily? Oh my gosh! “Of course I remember you! Hi! How are you?” I moved the clothes to the side and sat on the edge of my bed.


  “Really good,” she told me. “How are you?”


  “I’m great! Wow, you sound so old.” I quickly did the math in my head, but asked to be sure, “How old are you now?”


  “I’m sixteen.”


  “No way! It’s been so long since I’ve seen you.” This was one of those times that really did feel long, unlike other times when my reflections took the place of all those years apart. But I still remembered Nick’s sweet younger sister, Emily. When we’d first met, the breezy, blue-eyed twelve-year-old had taken to me instantly. Asking me to sleep with her one night, making sure I was coming back for Christmas, and wanting my constant attention was all memorable proof that I quickly and easily became the older sis she never had. “It’s great to hear your voice.”


  “Yeah, you too.”


  “What’s going on? What’s up?” I was so excited to hear from her. Other memories that flooded into my mind were welcome ones too, happy ones. I wondered how she got my number.


  “I wanted to talk to you about Nick. He seemed a little bit off when I talked to him last week on the phone.”


  To respond how I wanted would be presumptuous. Of course he’s off, he’s with her instead of me, I joked with that untimed humor of mine.


  “And I hate to see my brother like this. He’s been through so much in his life and I don’t want him to go through anything else that might make him sad again.”


  “I know,” I agreed.


  “I thought you would. I don’t know if you realize, but he was finally beginning to be happy again when he got engaged. I hope you don’t take this wrong, and I’m not trying to be rude, but I don’t want anything to mess up his life again, whether it’s you or anything else.”


  Silence.


  “His fiancé is a good person, and she makes him happy. I don’t think anyone should mess with that. You do want him to be happy, don’t you?”


  Was I supposed to answer that? For me to say that to myself was hard enough. But to hear it from someone else? Especially his sister? I was ready to be humble with my own thoughts, but not hers.


  “Um, Emily?”


  “Yes?”


  “I get what your saying. You want me out of the picture. But don’t you think that’s Nick’s choice?”


  “I’m not trying to butt into my older brother’s business. I called because I wanted you to know that before you came along Nick was happy. And now he’s sad. If you’re making my brother sad, why not leave him alone? You should think about it.”


  “I think you’re a nice sister to be worried about your brother,” I said right away. I didn’t need to think about it. I didn’t need to think about anything after all the thinking I’d done. “But I also think Nick can take care of himself.” What I failed to tell her was that I was already out of the picture. But a sixteen-year-old little sister had just made me feel stepped on, and I didn’t want to feel any more flattened.


  “Okay,” she said. “Good to talk to you.”


  “Mm, you too.”


  And she hung up.


  



  *******


  



  I’d thought about him a lot over the next few weeks. His sister’s phone call only did the opposite of what she intended it to do. You don’t fall out of love immediately, after all. Sometimes the love never dies, and I was pretty sure this would be the case with him. A spot in my heart would always exist for the guy who made life worth living while I rested in a coma. Dreaming for years about his smiles, his calm demeanor, the way he loved me, our chemistry together, everything that made us so right once upon a time, that kind of love doesn’t die overnight, or even over a lifetime. I was okay with this. I was coming to grips with the fact that he could still have a place in my heart if not in my arms. I was still working on the amount of my heart that he had, but if I couldn’t fix it, time would.


  Maybe it was because I’d met my father that I was still hopeful with my life. Or maybe because I’d found another kind of love in my jewelry creations. Or maybe it was neither, and I just liked to have hope. God only knew what I was hoping for, but at least someone did.


  


  



  Chapter 13


  Saturday morning Liz and I planned to meet at the grocery store, but she was a no-show. After putting the groceries in my car, I grabbed my phone to call her. But my phone buzzed with what I assumed was her incoming call.


  I was so shocked to see his name on my caller ID instead that I answered on the first ring. I heard him mumbling in the background, and then the call ended. Five seconds later his call came in again. Same thing: from far away he said my name and then what sounded like a few sharp words, and then the call died. When it happened a third and fourth time I turned worried. Something was wrong.


  After knocking several times, I let myself in. Because the exterior of his home looked the same, I expected the interior to as well. I was wrong. I didn’t even recognize the inside. The walls were painted in an inviting taupe color and the trim and doors were attached. It looked like a home rather than the whitewash maze of last time.


  Now that the cabinets were in and the finish work was done, my fireplace looked out of this world. I might have stayed and stared until dark if I hadn’t heard the front door close. I turned my head to see Aunt Eliza emerge from the entry.


  “Hey sweetie. I thought that was your car.”


  “Eliza.” I wasn’t expecting her. “I’m completely trespassing. I was looking for Nick, but I guess he’s not here. Sorry”


  “You might want to check behind the house,” she interrupted. “He’s living in the shed he built, until the house is done.”


  “Oh, okay. Thanks.”


  When I passed her to walk out the front door, her hand fell on my shoulder. I tried to process the look she gave as our faces met, but it didn’t seem compatible with any other vibe I’d received lately. Liz didn’t mention his name anymore, Creed never talked about him, little sister Emily practically told me to leave the country, the last picture I had of Nick was him macking on his fiancé, and I was expecting the same type of lovely reinforcement from Aunt Eliza.


  Her hand squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t give up on him. He’ll come around.”


  They were words from a higher source, in a language I didn’t understand; it was like faith floated in from another dimension, from some far away, bighearted, bounteous world.


  I turned and wrapped my arms and my earnest emotions around her. She didn’t know what I knew about Nick’s decision, but for some reason it still felt glorious to have someone on my side, who still believed in me, in us. Normally the thought would be too painful to dwell on. But my love was learning how to expandselfless, generous, the right way to love someone.


  “Thank you,” I told her.


  She softly patted my back and then let me leave in silence.


  The shed Nick lived in was a single room. Two pillows and a brown duvet atop a bed and box spring on a thinly carpeted floor, finely constructed built-in shelves lining a sidewall, a small kitchen with the barest necessities, and a flat screen hanging from the wall were the extent of the furnishings. Meandering a small circle around the unoccupied, dinky living space, I noticed little details that were distinctly him. Only two books took up shelf space, both on architecture. An empty, extra pulp orange juice box sat on the counterhe loved his OJ with extra pulp. The pillows on his bed were pushed to the sidewall, of coursehe always slept on his stomach and always without a pillow.


  As I passed the kitchen I opened a top drawer, finding papers, a few scattered pens and pencils, and a guitar pick.


  A memory leaked into my head. I allowed it, journeying through the forgotten memory from so long ago:


  



  They were sitting on his bed in his house from college, and he was working the guitar, playing a song he’d written. It was a song about them, about her. He sang about how she was his pillow when he was tired, and his feast when he was hungry and the wit inside a joke and the courage in his fears. He sang about their first date together, how she was a cool swim in a fresh lake, and a daring climb up an apartment deck, and a rousing motorcycle ride down a dark mountainside. And the chorus continued:


  



  You’re my air, you are a vision


  I breathe you and I see


  You are music, you’re my soul


  You are a thousand perfect things to me


  



  The last note went flat and the guitar twanged when she tackled him into her arms.


  



  The memory ended with him rolling on top of me. I couldn’t revisit the intimate memories any longer without serious side effects, so I cut them off. Reverently, I placed the guitar pick back in the drawer, on top of a piece of paper with Nick’s writing on it. Curious, I lifted the note…addressed to Paige. A car door slammed from outside and I panicked, the note quickly finding its way into my pocket and then the drawer slamming shuthow quickly my righteous intentions turn wicked.


  I didn’t quite make it to the door before he opened it. Although he probably saw my car, and although I also knew we were about to see each other, his look was just as shocked as mine. But where mine turned kind, his turned angry.


  “Do you always let yourself in when no one’s home?” he asked, slamming the door closed and turning awaynot as fast as I think he intended tooas he threw his stuff on his bed.


  “Why did you call me?” I asked back.


  “I didn’t call you.”


  “Then why do I have four missed calls on my phone from your phone?”


  Within the small room, there wasn’t much space for him to ignore me like he intended to. He went to the fridge and didn’t find what he was looking for. He kept his back to me as he filled a glass with water.


  When he finally turned around he said, “I was trying to delete your number from my phone. I called you instead. An accident.”


  “An accident.”


  “Yeah, Heather, an accident.” And he took another drink. Emily was right, he did look sad. He looked weathered and tired and scruffy. And terribly attractive. No one but Nick could wear those emotions and still draw out of me such raw, fervent desire.


  The words came out on their own, “Are you okay?”


  His eyes seemed to be deciding whether I was the devil or an angel.


  He was definitely not all right. However, he also wasn’t the type to accept sympathy from anyone.


  “You need to leave,” he finished, not bothering to look at me anymore, deciding that the water in his glass was more important than I was.


  “Why do you always try so hard to push me away?”


  “Do you hear yourself? I’m asking you to leave. Why are you still here?”


  I was there because I cared about him. Yet, why was I really there? Why did I care that I cared about him? I heard an earful from his sister, and now him. He wanted me to leave. He didn’t want me there.


  Without another word, I turned and walked out of his shed, out of his life. As I drove down the road I found myself pulled over, my forehead leaning on my steering wheel. I was furious that he still had enough influence over me to make me shake. Hearing it from him was what I really needed for closure, though. And obviously his sister was right: all of his sadness was because of me. I was the cause of his torment. I was in the middle of their bed. I was pestering the happy couple in the digital photos. Was I serious? Who was I? I was pathetic. I lightly tapped my head against the wheel, drumming in the truth of the matter, the truth of what he’d said. This was good though, exactly what I’d needed. And satisfying needs are so much more important than satisfying wants. I needed his words. I needed to hear him say he didn’t want me anymore. I didn’t need him anymore either.


  I am Heather. Heather the warrior. Heather the strong.


  As I turned the key in the ignition, my pocket suddenly throbbed, and my thoughts recalled the letter I’d stolen from the drawer. Most of me didn’t want to read it. Why torture myself? It’s none of my business. And the guy was a jerk, not good enough for me anyway. Throwing the letter out of the window was the best thing for me to do. So I did what Heather the warrior, Heather the strong, Heather the changed woman would do, I opened the letter and read it.


  



  Paige,


  



  I know I haven’t talked too much about the girl I fell in love with before you came along. When she left, it affected me in ways that you probably won’t understand. The best way to describe it is to say that half of my heart left with her.


  


  And then you came along, and you invited me in. Ever since we met you have been an important part of my life. You made the future seem peaceful as opposed to unbearable. You gave me hope when I no longer had any. You brought life back into me. You made my heart start to beat again, for which you will always have a place there.


  



  I would never want anyone to go through what I did. But I also have to be honest to both of us. I will never love anyone the way I love her.


  



  It didn’t please me to call everything off before the engagement party. And it almost killed me to see you cry and know that I was responsible. We both know that kiss in the cafeteria was a mistake. But there won’t be any more mistakes from me. No more treating you in ways you shouldn’t be treated. You have been nothing but good to me, and you don’t deserve this.


  



  All I can hope is that someday you will see that this was for the better, and that you will find someone who can give you their whole heart, and all their love, both of which you are worthy of.


  



  Nick


  



  The next thing I knew, my car was screeching a u-turn and heading back toward the house. I barged right in on himI guess I do let myself into people’s houses. I didn’t even notice that his shirt was completely off, showing the chiseled muscles in his chest and stomach. And I didn’t notice that his pants were unbuttoned either, another area of his body I wasn’t staring at. Because I was too irate to notice.


  “What is this!” I threw the letter at him.


  He peered to the floor to see what I referred to, and then continued leaning against the counter eating an apple as if this were a daily occurrence, me storming in on him half naked, throwing paper across the room at him.


  “That wasn’t meant for you.”


  “No, but it talks about me, doesn’t it?” I said.


  “And?”


  “Is it true?”


  He didn’t say a word, only took another bite of his apple.


  “Nick, tell me. Did you call off the engagement?”


  He was resistant to talk, to explain the letter. His hand rubbed over his head, but he either didn’t know what to say or didn’t want to say.


  “What are you doing? You say in this letter that I’m the one you love.” My hand was pointing to the letter on the floor. “Why did you write this? Is it true? And then you tell me to leave? You’re saying one thing, and doing another. What’s your problem? How do you really feel, Nick?”


  The only response he gave me was darkening eyes and a shake of his head.


  “I just read this letter and it makes no sense. I read it, Nick. And it says the engagement is off and that I’m the one that has your heart. I read it! It’s right there!”


  He glowered at me, still holding back, holding back on more than words, on fears too, on weaknesses, on mistakes, and on me. His quiet scowl, masking the guilt, was laced these feelings and I was finally catching on.


  In that one moment it became so obvious that I wondered if a portion of my brain was still damaged from my accident. His father had him convinced that he wasn’t the man he should be; the broken engagement must have been the kicker. Another strike for Nick in the keeping-his-word department. Another straw that broke his father’s back. Another twist to the knife in Nick’s gut from his brother’s death.


  “So you’re going to beat yourself up, then? You think that because you ruined her life it wouldn’t be fair if you didn’t ruin yours too? Am I close? It doesn’t seem right to go ruin someone’s life to be happy with someone else, does it?”


  I noticed his jaw tense, he was staring me down with a razor sharp glare. But I had to get it all out; I couldn’t even help it if I wanted to.


  “You think you’re letting everyone down. That you don’t have the right to do such a thing. That you need to please others. Make them proud by sacrificing your agency and your happiness. Do you see how ridiculous that sounds, Nick? You have every right to be happy. You don’t have to do what your father says. You don’t answer to him or to anyone else. You don’t have to marry her if you don’t think it’s right. You’re entitled to change your mind.”


  Everything about this man looked strong: the way his arms were folded across his chest, the determination in his expression, his jaw line, his confidence, his physique, and yet inside this man was broken. I heard it when he said, “I can’t marry her when all I can think about is you.” The words might have been perfect had his voice not weakened and his face not looked so tormented. “Maybe you know me better than I know myself.” Neither of us moved. “It doesn’t matter. Yeah, the engagement is off, but it doesn’t change anything.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I can’t be with you either.” My look was enough to make him respond. “You’re tough, Heather. The strongest person I know. You’ll be fine. You’ll forget about all of this, about me, and live a happy life somewhere with a good guy who will make you happy and always be there for you. That guy’s not me.”


  “That guy is you.” I had to catch my breath at the emotion running through me “It’s always been you.”


  “No, my fathers right. I’m weak. I don’t deserve you.”


  “That’s not your weakness, Nick,” I said, moving closer to this big, broken little boy. “It’s your strength. Only brave people change their mind.” I inhaled deeply, and still, there wasn’t enough air.


  I slowly moved where he could reach me. His body was resignedly slumped over, as if he had just finished the last round of an exhausting boxing match. Slowly and uncertainly, his hands reached up, one hand going to my arm, the other only making it to my hip.


  I hadn’t realized I’d spoken the words until they’d left me. They were the most natural, automatic words I had ever uttered. “I love you, Nick,” I whispered, unable to speak more.


  Like the recoil of a bungee chord, my body was tugged into his. His arms wrapped tightly around my frame, and his fists crushed me into him from behind. He was hurting.


  I stroked his back, loving him, loving being in his strong arms, wishing I could take the pain away, wishing I could share with him the strength of mind I had received from my own relationship with my father. My healing came not by connecting or bonding with my father, but by the lack of our bond, and then the realization that my father’s abandonment had nothing to do with me. He, my father, would never define me or shape who I was or would become. I was the only person who could set the course for my own happiness. A principle of happiness that was also true for Nick.


  We hugged for a long time, me leaning into him for love and him leaning on me for strength.


  “I went to see my father,” I whispered after a while.


  His arms tightened for a second and then retreated. When he faced me, his lightened by the smallest fraction. “Did you?” His hands remained on either side of my waist.


  “He didn’t say more than a few words to me. But he asked me to come back and meet his wife. Her name is Meg.” I smiled at the way my own words made me feel. He almost did too. He knew how big of a deal this was to me. I’d mentioned on our way up the four wheeling mountain that night how I didn’t think I would ever meet my real father. At the time I didn’t possess the courage to meet those demons head on.


  “I can’t believe you met him. You’re amazing.”


  “I know. I mean, I know, I can’t believe it either. Thanks.” It felt wonderful to share this with him, like it was my birthday, and talking to him was my best present. I knew it would make him happy.


  “Are you going to meet his wife?” he asked.


  “Yeah, I’ll give it a couple weeks, then I’ll stop by again.”


  He nodded. At his next thought, his face turned a shade darker, but he kept his hands on me when he admitted, “I talked to my dad a few weeks ago too.”


  So I was right.


  “He reminded me of this weakness I have. I can’t keep my word. I asked a girl to marry me, and then broke off the engagement. A cruel thing to do to someone.”


  “When did you break it off?”


  “You read the note.”


  “But I thought you had the engagement party? I saw pictures, Nick.”


  He stared at me, waiting for more.


  “I went to the hospital a few weeks ago to thank the doctors who saved my life. Did you know that Paige’s father is a really good brain surgeon?”


  “I knew that.”


  “Did you know that Paige’s father was my really good brain surgeon?”


  His hand went to my neck and gently brushed my hair back. “Kind of crazy, huh? My fiancé’s father saved your life.”


  “How did you find out?” I asked.


  “He mentioned you once, a long time ago. Never said your name, only talked about this girl in a coma with a strong will to live.” His hands never left my body, they touched my face, rubbed down my arms and caught my waist; they seemed to feast on me as I was feasting on the humble fortitude in his beautiful blue eyes. “He’d mention the same coma girl every once in a while. Then, when I came to visit you at the hospital after you woke up, I put it together.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Why? What good would it have done?”


  “Does Paige know?” I wondered.


  “Don’t know. I never talked to her about it.”


  “But I don’t understand. You had an engagement dinner”


  “It was done, the Saturday after you and I went out, the morning of the party. She told her mom, but they decided to go ahead with the dinner since all the family was in town. I thought it was pointless but I guess they wanted to save face and break the news later. Everyone had to know; I didn’t stay for more than an hour. Not really my style to deceive the whole family, but I owed her that much after committing to her and then backing out.”


  Please, tell me this is real. Tell me this isn’t a dream. I smiled up at him. “I think that’s your strength: making decisions in the end, even when they’re hard ones.”


  “You know what your strength is?” His hands fastened to mine.


  “What?”


  “Patience.”


  I didn’t know if it was a cry or a laugh, but something came out of me. “I had dreams about you for three years,” I breathed in a choppy cadence. “I wouldn’t call that patient.”


  We both leaned in, and in that single, full moment, our lips united.


  After an unknown length of time, we were still cuddled on his bed, my lips swollen from his ministrations. Beats me how our clothes were still mostly in place with the hunger and lust and deeply moving love that accompanied our tumble in his bed. My virtue hung on a thread but it was still intact, as much as we pushed the limits. It would stay that way until I was legally and completely his. As contradicting as it may have seemed, it was a matter of our love and admiration for each other. He saw my innocence as beautiful and perfect, and he would take it with his promise to me. I saw his promises to love and cherish me forever as beautiful and perfect, and I would give him my innocence then, happilyand very enthusiastically….


  The ambience in the little shed lent itself to magic and tenderness. It was time to share our feelings.


  “I dreamt about you for three years too,” he said as we cuddled on his bed. “Every girl looked like you. Every time I turned a corner or scanned a crowd I saw you. You haunted me, and I was mad at myself for being so weak.”


  “I don’t get how loving someone is weak,” I told him.


  “You don’t understand, Heather. When Paige and I started dating, every time I kissed her, I was kissing you. That’s wrong.”


  “Well, I can see how that might be true. Not all girls kiss like I do.”


  I cracked a smile and giggled when his eyebrow arched. The look was so distinctly Nick that I wanted to kiss his entire face. As an alternative my hands tightened around his waist.


  “Eventually she became her and you became my past. But even then, I still dreamt about you. Kept having this dream over and over again.”


  “What was it about?”


  “I’m always in the middle of a baseball game when it starts, and you’re sitting in the stands smiling and waving at me. I know you’ll leave before the game ends, and I’m frustrated because I can’t just stop playing and come to you. But I know if I don’t, you’ll leave and I won’t be able to find you again.”


  “Then what happens?”


  “The baseball is hit right at me, but I’m not paying attention. I don’t care that the ball passes by me because I’m watching you blow me a kiss and mouth that you love me. And then you get up to leave.


  “I try to run after you, but I can’t. It’s like my body is paralyzed.


  “And then you do what you do every time in my nightmare, you walk away. And I stand in the middle of the field and watch you leave.”


  “That’s awful.”


  “Nothing compared to the day the hospital called and told me you were a patient there.”


  “What did they say? What were you thinking?”


  “That someone was playing a trick on me. It was the worst sort of trick in the world. But then I realized it wasn’t a joke. At first I was confused. How could I not know you’d only been twenty minutes away from me all that time? I went numb. Then I was sick. When I came to the hospital and you held me like you used to hold me, like nothing had changed between us, like I was still your whole world, every part of me turned angry. I found out about your family, and that made it worse. Nothing seemed fair: what happened to you, what I thought happened, how I could have assumed wrongly.


  “Even when I found out everything I thought was true wasn’t, I didn’t know how to let go of those feelings. Your step-dad told me you were with Creed. I had to live with that truth for years. When you left, the cut was so deep. And even knowing it wasn’t true wasn’t enough. And then to see Creed at the hospital, finding out that he took care of you all that time, when it should have been me…I didn’t know if I was mad at him, mad at you for lying to me, or mad at myself for not being there for you. Maybe if I’d made it easier for you in the beginning, if I’d known the truth sooner, none of this would have happened. Maybe if…”


  “There’s no point in thinking in maybes. I was wrong not to open up to you. It was one of the biggest mistakes I’ve ever made. But about the accident, things like that happen.”


  “Mmm,” he replied, shifting his arms around me in a protective hold. “It would have been a lot easier on both of you if I’d fallen out of love with you.” I was shaking my head, but he kept talking. “I hoped I had, after all that time. I wanted to. I tried to. When you came back, I told myself to stay away. I was engaged to Paige.”


  “It’s my fault,” I admitted. “I made sure you didn’t stay away.”


  “No, Heather. I was the selfish one. I hurt both of you. I tried to love her more, tried to pour myself into our relationship. Trying almost killed me. My heart couldn’t do it. I couldn’t live a lie. Paige is an amazing girl, but she’s not you.”


  His words spread warm fuzzies over my whole body. My verbal response was more practical. “Speaking of Paige, what about her?”


  He sighed. Even though I was leaning on him, I felt the weight of his chest figuratively leaning on me. “She knew how I felt about you when her and I first started dating. She knew I’d been in love once. Not the details, only that it ended badly.


  “After she saw us talking in the field that day, when you first came to see me, she asked about you. Can’t remember what I said, but it couldn’t have made her feel very good because all I could think about was you. When you and I talked in the field, all my feelings for you came rushing back; I couldn’t stop them. I couldn’t understand how, after two full years of grad school, a three-month internship in another state, and a solid relationship and engagement, you still affected me that way. It was like we’d never been apart.”


  “Were we ever really apart?” I wondered.


  Our hands tangled together.


  “I couldn’t talk to her about it,” he confessed. “I didn’t know what to say. She kept asking questions about the girl in the field and I couldn’t answer. She ended up leaving angry and instead of going after her like I should have, I remember feeling relieved she was gone. I knew I was in trouble.


  “But I was always in trouble when it came to you. Trouble is my new nickname for you.”


  Not that I associated kissing with trouble, but Trouble arched her head up to let him know just what type of trouble she wanted from him at the moment. He obliged, leaning his head down and pressing my lips with a warm softness that made my eyes roll backward.


  Then he said, “I used to think no one in the world could drive me crazier than you. There was no way I would find someone else that made me feel the way you did. When we were together all those years ago I felt complete. Even when you wore Creed’s ring and I thought there was something going on between you two, I didn’t care. I looked forward to our classes together, when I could see your smile again, or hear you say something completely silly, or watch the way your hands fidgeted when you were nervous. It used to drive me nuts trying to keep my hands away from yours. Still does.”


  “Why fight it, then?”


  “Does it look like I’m fighting it? I couldn’t when I wanted to. Just so you know, I’m not letting you leave me again. Ever.”


  “Is that a promise?” I teased, knowing full well the answer to that question. Under the best circumstances, Nick didn’t make promises.


  “Come here, Trouble,” he teased back, catching on fast. He turned my body into his. Before our lips met, he looked me dead in the eye, and said two words I thought I would never hear him say. “I promise.”


  So Teacher Jerry, my conscience, my counselor, my guardian angel, whatever you want to call him, he was right, the broken ones who become whole, feel the most complete measure of joy.


  



  *******


  



  We were resting at the park, my head on Nick’s legs, his back leaning against a tree.


  “I want to tell you something I’ve never told anyone,” he said.


  “Okay?”


  “It’s about the night of my motorcycle accident. I was in the hospital for only a night, and then I was released the next day. But it was a night I’ll never forget.


  “It was a rocky several hours for my parents. I would wake up, ask a few questions, and then fall back to sleep. Then wake up a little while later, ask the same questions, then black out again. According to my mom, this went on all night.”


  He was tracing circles on my shoulder….


  “But that’s not the part I remember. I also talked to my dead brother. The only thing I remember about the conversation is that he told me to stop messing around with my life.”


  “Really?” I put in.


  “Maybe that’s why I was okay with you having an imaginary friend.”


  “Nice,” I said, and he laughed.


  We were both quiet for a while, pondering on the past, wondering how all of our experiences led us to this one, complete, culminating time in our lives.


  “That was the reason I chose to come out here for school,” he continued. “Because of what he said to me. I can’t tell you how many times I doubted my decision, wondered if I’d made a mistake by coming out here for college. But now,” he released my hand and cupped my chin instead, angling me toward him so I could see his face, and the playful sparkle in his eyes, “I guess my decision wasn’t half bad.”


  “I know what you mean,” I managed to say with a straight face, playing his little game. “I’m still doubting my choice of schools.”


  His eyelid rose in a teasing question.


  I answered by laughing, and then scooted my back up his legs, brought my arms around his head, and then leaned in for an upside down kiss. Somehow when we finished, I wasn’t upside down anymore, which probably meant we’d gotten too carried away for a park. Luckily, it was mostly vacant.


  My head settled back on his stomach and I stared into that attractive face of his. “I’m glad you talked to your brother,” I said.


  “Sometimes,” he went on, brushing back the hair falling in my face, “I think we’d be surprised if we knew what’s going on on the other side of the sky. And how often the border is crossed.”


  “Do you think my mom and your brother are friends?”


  “Friends?” He shared a little smile. “I wouldn’t go that far.”


  I laughed at his words. Still, I imagined them talking about us. My mom would say what a perfect couple we made, and Nick’s brother would agree, telling my mom that his little brother would not only take perfect care of her daughter, but would make me extremely happy in the process.


  “Okay, I have a question for you,” I told him.


  He silently waited.


  “When’s the last time you picked up a guitar?”


  “The last time you saw me pick up a guitar.”


  “Exactly what I thought. That’s going to change.”


  “Is it, now?”


  My nod rubbed against his chest. For me, lying in his arms was everything I’d ever wanted. I’d wondered the course his feelings had taken over the past few years.


  “When did you decide, Nick?”


  His fingers never left my face as he took his time to answer. “My heart was always yours, that had never changed. A better question is when did I realize. The day in the basketball gym. I was thinking about you before you even showed up. And then, there you were. And you told me you didn’t like me. I don’t know if you’ve ever said anything more adorable.


  “I knew it would be wrong to break Paige’s heart, but I also knew I couldn’t lose you again.


  “And frankly, you need me more than she does.” I smacked his chest; he didn’t flinch. Only turned my guilty hand up to hold it. “And I need you more than I need her. Is that what you want to hear?”


  “Close enough.” I turned my head and got a flash of his lopsided grin.


  “The question is,” he went on, “do you want to be with me forever?”


  I turned toward the sky and rested in his lap. “You built a fireplace for me.” I grinned. “Do I have a choice?”


  “No. That home has always been yours, from the moment I laid the first red brick on the hearth.”


  He plucked a dandelion from the ground and placed it in front of me. What could I wish for? I already felt as if Heaven was bending down and earth was rising. Wanting nothing more than for him to love me eternally, I blew.


  He hugged me from behind and blew out the rest.


  



  



  Epilogue


  Nick and I were resting in front of our fireplace, our skin licked by the warm flames. I’d finally gotten him to clean and restring the old guitar I’d found at a garage sale last week, and he was playing around with it tonight while we waited for our company to arrive.


  “Play something for me,” I petitioned.


  “I’ll play, you sing?”


  “I told your sister, Emily, that we’d sing for her next time we came to your parents’ to visit.” Just yesterday Emily and I talked about it over the phone. I looked forward to Emily’s weekly calls, which began last year when she sent me a peace offering in the form of a care package with some of my favorite candy inside. She was still the sweet, doting little sister, to Nick and I both now. “But it’s your turn to sing.”


  He cleared his throat and strummed a few notes. Goosebumps already infested my arms, and he hadn’t even started yet. That voice of his…it was raspy and sexy and so rarely revealed itself. I could barely listen to it without falling sideways.


  “I’ve been thinking, it’s time to go see your father again,” he said after the guitar was put away and we cuddled in the oversize loveseat in front of the fire.


  “You think?”


  “Why not? One of us should get along with their dad.” Nick and his father’s relationship was still strained at best. But there were moments when his father’s love for him, as well as his own love for his father, would show through. Those were the moments I liked to dwell on.


  “No, I just, I was thinking the same thing the other day. Will you come?”


  “Was planning on it.”


  I’d invited my dad over for dinner a few times, but he’d never come. He was a good guy, and he’d opened up his life to me. I liked his wife, Meg. Nick and I had gone to lunch with them once. It had gone well. To a small extent, I was a part of his life now. I guess he just wasn’t ready to be a part of mine yet.


  “I don’t want to push him. What if he doesn’t”


  “Stop biting on your lip,” Nick interjected. “Only I can do that.” His lips went over mine to soothe them. “You carried his name for twenty-two years. He does. And if he doesn’t, so what? You’re not Heather Robbins anymore. You’re mine now.”


  As if to claim his goods, his leg pinned mine and his body trapped me into the loveseat. And then he began to demonstrate the wicked gestures he was referring to when he’d said, Only I can do that.


  “Stop, they’ll be here any minute.” I went to push him off but then he started whispering naughty ideas in my ear. My arms went around him and pulled him closer as if they had a brain of their own. He chuckled against my mouth and shifted me comfortably below him.


  “Knock, knock,” Creed yelled from the entryway.


  “That’s them,” I quietly yelled at Nick.


  “It’s okay. They’re family,” he teased.


  “Nick!” I wailed in a whisper, squirming under his arms and finally standing up. “You’re not funny,” I whispered while trying to hide my smile from him. I quickly fixed my shirt and righted my skirt as I walked toward the entry.


  He laughed once and then lifted off the couch. “Maybe I’m a little funny.”


  I took Creed’s hand and led him into the kitchen while Nick welcomed Liz with a hug and a kiss to the cheek.


  We walked straight to the stovetop so he could taste my mom’s chicken tortilla soup recipe that I was still trying to perfect. I was so close.


  “This is the closest you’ve ever been,” Creed said after a spoonful.


  “I know; I’m almost there. Maybe cooking the chicken in a different type of oil, like sunflower or coconut.”


  “Yeah, something to make it a little sweeter.”


  “Yep,” I agreed.


  “When is Max coming?” Creed asked with another spoonful.


  “His flight gets in at eleven. So he’ll be here around midnight.”


  Creed smiled. “I can’t wait to see him.”


  “From our phone conversations, I can tell he’s excited to see you, too.”


  The tradition was dinner, cards, and then a movie, always in that order.


  Creed and I were permanent card partners since Creed and Nick never won together, and Nick and I creamed everyone we went up against.


  After dinner, the card game was Rook, with Michael Jackson playing in the background. Inevitably, Creed was singing along in a high falsetto voice, very loudly and entirely off key. “Billie Jean is now my fluffer…”


  “Now my fluffer?” Liz laughed.


  But Creed kept singing, continuing to slaughter the lyrics. “She’s just a girl who names that I love the sun. But the chain is not my nun.”


  Liz spewed out laughter.


  Creed smiled knowingly. “Those are the words.”


  “The chain is not my nun?” she chuckled out.


  Creed explained the lyrics to her. “The chain is not a nun. Nuns don’t have chains.”


  “Oh my-lanta!” she bellowed in amusement. “You’re so far off!”


  “How does it go then?” he challenged.


  Liz sang out the words, in a tone not much better than Creed’s. “Billy Jean in not my lover. She’s just a girl who claims that I am the one. But the kid is not for fun.”


  We were all laughing now.


  “That’s not what he says,” Creed disagreed. “Listen to it. You can’t tell me that word is kid. It’s chain.”


  I failed to tell them they were both wrong. I was staying out of this one, too curious to see who would win an argument where neither was right. This would be fun.


  We sat in silence, listening to the music, waiting for the chorus to come.


  



  Billy Jean is not my lover.


  She’s just a girl who claims that I am the one.


  But the


  



  “I told you!” Liz wailed right over the music.


  “Chain! Chain! Ohhhh!” Creed yelled at the same time. He leaned over and wrestled her to the ground, knocking the cards right out of her hand. They wrestled and laughed and Liz screamed in delight. After getting her in light pin-hold, Creed said, “That’s it, you’re getting the suck monster.”


  “No!” Liz wailed back, cracking up to the silent point. “Not…the…suck…monst…”


  The day Creed came to me when they had their first fight and he thought it was the end of the world, was the day I knew Creed discovered a different type of love than the one we shared. He and Liz’s was the type of love he’d been searching for, a love built not by habit or circumstance, but by choice and pure enjoyment; the type of love they both deserved. My prediction was that they’d have a happy life together, and the idea tickled me to no end.


  They wrestled on the floor some more, they were in their own world, and they had completely forgotten about their audience. They were adorable together. Creed was such a loving guy, and Liz was all fun and sincerity.


  Nick smiled over at me and winked. My laughter decreased to a smile. I loved his subtle expressions, his secret looks, the unspoken interplay between us. I reached for his hand and he pulled me into him. We snuggled, listening to the next song, “Human Nature” as it began playing through the speakers, while Creed and Liz rolled around our floor.


  Happiness was so happy.


  “What movie do you guys want to watch?” Creed asked a little while later.


  Several suggestions were thrown out.


  “Heather?” Nick asked, knowing the decision would be made quickly if it was mine.


  “I don’t care,” I surprised him by saying. “Whatever. As long as there’s a happy ending.”


  Nick turned to me, his blue eyes filled with promise. “With you, always.”
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