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  For you, Mom ~


  From my goals on the soccer field


  to my goals as a writer,


  you’ve always believed . . .


  



  Before


  



  Thrills . . .


  In all her teenage years, they had never come more powerfully than the moment Heather zipped up her small suitcase. After all, she had been waiting for this crossroad for what seemed like her entire life.


  Today she would be saying a welcome goodbye to the fenced hay fields and run-down barns of her small hometown; she’d be parting on her own, moving out to college.


  It didn’t matter that she got almost no sleep last night, listening to her drunken stepfather thrash about the house. And it didn’t really matter that Mom wasn’t here to see her off. But the worst of lies would be to say it didn’t matter that she was leaving her best friend behind.


  She glanced one last time at the small corkboard on her wall with the goofy photo booth pictures they’d taken at last year’s county fair, closed the door to the sanctuary that had been her bedroom for the past eighteen years, took in a deep breath of calming air, and headed downstairs to face the inevitable.


  Her best friend was already there, waiting by the open front door. When his head rose and their eyes caught, and despite what was to happen today, they both grinned. Eventually she walked past him, nudging his shoulder in the usual spot.


  “You’re late, girlie,” he teased back, following her into summer morning sunshine with that bouncy strut that usually had a comforting effect on her; but not this time. This time it made her feel that much worse.


  They walked the warm countryside, strolling along a shallow creek on a familiar dirt path, both remaining unusually silent. But he finally poked into the tight, still air. “You didn’t jog by my house this morning. I was outside helping my dad with some yard work, and I never saw you.”


  She shook her head. “I didn’t have time.”


  He wasn’t sure why he nodded since he didn’t agree with any part of this. Still, he promised himself he would support her, and ended up responding, “All packed up and ready to go, then?” But the words came out shallow. And really, it was no use. He didn’t want her to leave and they both knew it. Even so, he continued in the same encouraging way. “Big day today.”


  Her hands fumbled as she tried to make sense of a head full of thoughts and a mouthful of empty words. “I, I’m just . . . I need to stop by the library to say goodbye to Grandma V and pick up my paycheck . . . Thank her for everything; the car, the extra cash, for being the best boss ever. But I’m pretty much packed up.”


  “That’s good,” he told her. “So, I guess everything’s set.”


  After a length of more silence, the kind of silence that doesn’t really count since so much is being said, she finally peeked sideways at him, trying to keep her focus off the endearing dimple in his cheek. “I’m really going to miss you, Creed.” Then her focus went back to the dirt and her nose crinkled. “I’m not even really sure I want to go.” But since he’d seen the calendar in her room all marked up with X’s, and the X’s continued after their high school graduation day last week, she wasn’t fooling him.


  He might have reminded her this was her choice alone, or called her a liar, or not said anything. But instead he simply shook his head in a gesture of defeat, and then spoke softly, “Come on, Heath.”


  Too much behind those wordsso much familiarity, so much of home, so much comfort, she could hardly stand it. She kept telling herself that he would be fine. She had more to lose without his company than he did without hers. He was superior to her in every way . . . well, except for bowling and ping-pong.


  Her hands continued to fidget like they always did when things were messy. “Please don’t make this harder than it is,” she countered, unsure of his thoughts, but sure if he vocalized them it would release the tight hose valves to her eyes. Emotions were on edge as it was. And besides, when life wasn’t throwing them a trial, and sometimes even when it was, they preferred humor to gloom; and so this conversation felt all wrong. But she went on, “I really need you to be supportive right now.”


  His hands found his pockets and his arms went stiffly against his sides. “It won’t be easy, you know. Sending my best friend off to college doesn’t make me want to jump for joy.” He paused, still shaking his head. “To lose you . . . ”


  She couldn’t help but chuckle at his melodrama, so unlike him. “Creed, you’ll never lose me; you know that. I’m not even leaving Missouri. St. Louis is only four hours from Nevada Citythree the way you drive.”


  “Couldn’t even wait for fall semester,” he harped back, half joking and half serious. “We could have had a blast this summer, especially now that we’ve graduated. And what about the summer trip with my family to the sand dunes, and the country barn party . . . ”


  Heather shut her eyes so he wouldn’t see what she was thinking behind them: I just can’t do another barn party, Creed.


  “But nope,” he continued. “Had to leave right after graduation. Had to start college in the summer. And who leaves four days before their classes start? Maybe one or two days early, but four?” He glanced toward her, using his stare to bring home the guilt trip. But his purpose quickly dissolved in the sweet sincerity of her eyes. “So, what classes did you register for again? Track, of course, and then”


  “History and Creative Writing,” she said too quickly and with too much enthusiasm, suddenly wanting to stick that familiar sock in her mouth. But she kept walking at an even pace and, as an alternative to the sock, put her arm through his; it was a natural gesture between them. And it never ceased to amaze her how safe she felt wrapped in his arm.


  After a quiet, thoughtful while, she grinned slightly. “Have I ever told you how perfectly your arm fits in mine?” She gripped him tightly, mostly to have the upper hand on the tussle that was about to ensue. “Probably because you’re so much shorter than me.”


  “I passed you up last summer, loser!” Despite its negative sound, between them the loaded word was more of an endearment than anything. Still, he made to tug away. But she held firm, bowing through a laugh.


  “Yeah, maybe,” she continued mercilessly. “If you include that curly blonde mop on your head.”


  A few refreshing chuckles followed, and then she rested her head on his shoulder while his hands remained pocketed.


  “Okay,” he replied. “You win.”


  “I always win.”


  “That’s very true.” He kicked a large dirt rock off her side of the path, exhaled in a sort of surrendering way, and then began in a lighter tone, “So after we stop by the library, what’s the plan for the morning?”


  “Well,” she said, smiling playfully, “I thought we would go to the grocery store, buy out the candy aisle, find a park with a swing set, and eat gummy bears ’til we puke.”


  He chuckled knowingly. “Like the good old days.”


  With his words, Heather’s mind began traveling the carefree road of their childhood. Fond memories surfaced of two dirt-faced kids stomping around the open field behind the old neighborhood barn, digging for hidden treasures, having glass bottle breaking contests with mud-rocks, him teaching her how to burn ants with a magnifying glass, having a big brother around to protect her from the world. Suddenly, her arm compressed his again. “Yeah,” she said through a sigh. “The good old days.”


  Unfortunately for Heather, the good old days got progressively worse. But she wasn’t the wallowing sort. And yes, Creed had filled the void, made her smile, kept her sane and safe; he made life good. So leaving him would hurt right in the sensitive spots.


  But the thought of staying was unthinkable. So she tried not to think at all.


  The next length of silence was finally broken by his long, heavy sigh. “Okay. Can we be serious for a sec.?”


  “Aren’t we always?”


  “Funny.”


  But it wasn’t really, not this time. And suddenly, laughing was the furthest thing from Heather’s mind. His too, it seemed, since he continued with, “And if I sound cheesy, don’t call me out, okay? Let me say what I have to say.”


  After another long heavy breath, he began, “Remember, Heath, a couple years ago when my parents had their thirtieth anniversary party?”


  She nodded, settling her arm in his as they meandered along the uneven path under the dry, warming sun.


  “You had to work at the library late that night, and I remember waiting forever for you to show up. I was sitting on my parents’ balcony . . . ” He stopped, imparting a look that revealed a comical fork in his thoughts. She held in a smirk too, both of them recalling the skin-tight three-piece suit his mom had forced him to wear that night.


  But when Heather followed with, “You could actually sit in those pants?” they both couldn’t help but chuckle.


  “I think I would’ve rather been in my underwear,” he said through the laughter.


  “Okay, okay,” she finally said with one last laugh and a smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth. “I thought we were being serious.”


  “Serious. Right.” He continued with another full breath, “Anyway, I was on the balcony watching for you, and I started thinking about my life, and all the things I have. My parents, my brothers and sisters, a home . . . ” He held short, glancing up to meet her stare, then wanting to look back down but evidently unable to. “And then I started thinking about you . . . ” His eyes were glistening with an emotion Heather couldn’t read, which was entirely new since they nearly always understood each other. There were flavors of sadness and happiness, frustration and affection, concern but complete trust. All were separate feelings they'd shared on several occasions. But this look was something more . . . something that took a big chunk of all of those and blended them into a single, solid one.


  “Then there’s you,” he continued. “My best friend. And you have none of that. And even though you’ve gone through so much, you still smile. You’re always smiling.”


  Always smiling? Heather raised her hand to object. He must have forgotten the day in third grade when he carried on teasing her about her “picture-day” haircut and she finally shoved him into the swing set, landing his face on a pole and leaving him a nice purple shiner, ruthlessly documented in his grade-school photo album. Or the time in seventh grade when she tried to pull him off of the eighth grade bully who slammed Heather’s locker closed one too many times. Or this year’s mishap when he tried to fix her hair for their Senior Prom and she ended up swatting his hands away so violently that the brush flung into his face, leaving a fat lip, unfortunately also documented.


  Evidently the command to remain quiet was still in effect because he shook his head and forced her arm down with his.


  “I remember like it was yesterday,” he went on, “watching you walk into the yard that night. I even remember what you were wearingyour only dress and that pearl necklace your mom left you.”


  He paused, perhaps for Heather to adjust to his comment. He’d mentioned her mom. It seemed allowable though, only because the mood was solemn. But just as her survival mode was about to make her say something that would have lightened the moment and made them both laugh, he carried on, “And just like always, you had a big smile on your face.” He turned and faced her. “By the way, have I ever told you that your eyes light up when you smile?”


  She almost said it, something off-hand, but miraculously refrained at the last second and merely nudged his arm.


  “I remember thinking to myself as I watched you from the balcony, There goes my girly, the loveliest creation in the whole world.”


  “Creed, seriously . . . ”


  “Just let me finish.” He cleared his already clear throat, maintaining their slow pace on the pathway. “Heath, even with all the crap you’ve been through, you are the best person I know. You’re witty and smart. And you’re levelheaded. But you also have a kind heart. And I hope you really share yourself with other people while you’re at college.”


  The last sentence stuck in her mind. Creed knows me so well, she thought to herself.


  He knew about the wall she created toward others that kept them from really getting to know her. And he also knew she was strategic. So he’d probably already guessed that she’d set a couple rules for her college life: one, to not tell anyone about her past, and two, to refrain from close relationships. Life was too unstable to dare let down her wall with some stranger at college.


  Truthfully, she didn’t enjoy being this way. But sometimes the past has a way of forming a person into who they are, in spite of themselves.


  Three specific tragedies led to her wall. She considered the first as rather obsolete since he left when she was a baby. And though she felt nothing for this man, her biological father, she couldn’t say the same for her mom. And it was easy for a daughter who truly loved her mother, to understand the heartache that must’ve accompanied his leaving. Heather knew two things about her real father, which were two things too many: She knew his last name, since it was hers too, and that he grew up in St. Louis.


  The second tragedy was living under the same roof as the town drunk, Bill, who, unfortunately, was also Heather’s stepfather. The physical consolation in him was a shy little stepbrother, Max, whom she saw once a month for a day and a night.


  But even Bill was manageable compared to what happened four years ago.


  Four years since Heather lost her mom to cancer. The disease festered a few short weeks before taking her. And the consequence was four long and empty high school years, when she needed her mom the most. The suffering left not only certain parts of Heather’s heart demolished, but another terrible effect as well; namely, the wall.


  It didn’t help that more current concerns sustained the wall: the fear of dealing with another gut-wrenching loss if she got too attached to someone; the embarrassment of her drunk stepfather; having to walk to Creed’s house in the middle of the night when Bill’s drinking got bad; all of her history that she rarely acknowledged but could never get away from. Even the handful of state-appointed counselors couldn’t penetrate Heather’s wall. Besides, who else did she need other than Creed and her supportive, elderly boss at the library and pseudo-grandmother, Grandma V?


  But a new chapter in Heather’s life was just around the corner. And some force beyond her said it was time to move forward, without her two-person support system. Spread her wings and fly! Well, okay, maybe the fly part was too much to hope for. But definitely the spreading of the wings part. And it was so close! Today! Just last month she remembered thinking this day would never come. Even now, she still wondered if she would ever really get there. She just couldn’t believe she’d be sleeping in her own apartment, at college, by tonight.


  Merely contemplating a new life at college made her feel like she did while running: alive and free! It was a longing that had been knotted inside for some time; she could feel the pleasure of a fresh start descending upon her already. Autonomy and anonymity. To be a little fish in a big sea. To break free of the label “the library girl with the tragic family-life” and start with a clean slate. To finally have the freedom to truly be, without drunk stepfathers or small-town gossip or the painful past. To remove that past with an all-powerful erasernow that would be true happiness!


  And happiness wasn’t too much to ask for, was it? Was it wrong to want to break free? Was it wrong to dream of something better? To want so much more? More of something she couldn’t even put her finger on? More than others did, others like Creed who wanted life to stay the way it was?


  The fervent yet friendless yearning made Heather’s head droop. It was difficult to reconcile that someone that made her so happy didn’t understand something that would make her so happy.


  Frustrated that her best friend didn’t fully approve, frustrated she’d let her mind wander too far again, and frustrated that her current life didn’t satisfy her unquenchable thirst for something better, her temperamental blood began to boil.


  “And you’ll be a gift to all your new friends at college,” he went on. “Like you were to me.”


  “Were?” she exclaimed, detaching her arm from his. “What’s your problem, Creed? You’re talking like we’re never going to see each other again. Now you’re the one acting like a loser.”


  Knowing her anger would pass as quickly as it came, he took what at first looked like a shiny little ball out of his pant pocket.


  “Will you take this?” He presented a wide gold ring carved with intricate detailing. “And promise me you’ll always be safe? If I can’t be with you, at least I know you’ll always have a part of me while you’re at college.”


  Guilt. Sorrow. Appreciation.


  Guilt because although the only time they’d ever been intimate was when they kissed in fifth grade during a neighborhood truth-or-dare game, Heather knew she was ruining Creed’s plans for their future together. Marriage, family, a humble home on the outskirts of Nevada City with acres of farmland. That’s how it worked in small towns and she knew it as well as the rest of them.


  Sorrow because that little picture with Creed sounded sort of nice. Or easy. Or at least safe. And there was some small part of her that wanted the assumptions about their relationship to be true.


  Appreciation because even though he didn’t understand why she needed to leave, he supported her anyway. He knew how bad she wanted this; he understood that much.


  Truthfully, she felt undeserving of him. But he was more than her friend; he was her family. And the reality was, she had no idea when they would see each other again. She suddenly felt the urge to wrap her arms around him and remain there safe forever. But instead, she bravely held out her hand and the ring was placed on her finger. For now she wouldn’t think of life without himtoo painful, too much. Goodbyes, even the temporary ones, were hard.


  



  AFTER


  Heather woke to a hazy white.


  Slowly, the haze smoothed into softened shadows. Though she saw nothing clearly, the whole of her perceptions registered a hospital room. And the relation of walls and objects put her as its patient.


  She was in a deep sweat, a very tactile stickiness, fighting against the arms that locked her in. “No,” she bellowed, her voice irrationally burning her throat. “Don’t leave me . . . ”


  “Hey, hey, you’re okay.” His voice burst through the wall of her mind, more powerfully than ever before, the piercing, emotion-filled sound triggering her tears. “You’re okay.”


  “I’m afraid,” she choked out through a sob, unable to see anything but swirls of off-white. She clasped onto him. Never had Nickthe guy who, during the past several months while attending her first semester of college, managed to break open the deadbolt to her heart and then sweep her right off her running shoesfelt so real under her embrace. So physical and factual.


  “Don’t be afraid,” he said, but his voice sounded differentthe same, but deeper, as if she hadn’t heard the real him in years. He was petting her head, his touch so close it was underneath her skin tapping at her nerve endings. “It’s okay.”


  “No.” Jagged gasp. “It won’t be”


  “Hey, calm down now.”


  “Don’t leave . . . Please . . .”


  “Heather, I promise.” Nick wrapped her into his chest, his own heart pounding like a stereo system at full volume, which, even under the circumstances, felt odd to Heather since nothing ever ruffled Nick.


  Though Heather didn’t know whom, a person must have approached because Nick began a series of questions to someone, whispering as if trying not to disturb Heather, and clinging her to him like she was a hurt child.


  His voice sounded sallow. “Will she be okay?” . . . “How long has she been awake?” . . . “And the guy who just left has been here with her?” . . . “She has no family at all then” . . .


  Silence.


  Clearly, he was in deep meditation on the heavy-ended questions. Heather could tell by his full breathing pattern that something was very wrong. But for some reason she remained quiet, too weak to speak regardless.


  



  *******


  



  Heather roused herself. The blurs were still the white of the hospital room. She heard a different male voice. It grew closer and closer until it was by her side.


  “Heath? Please. I know you can hear me!”


  I can hear you, her thoughts responded. Creed? Is it really you? I’ve missed you. I know I’ve only been away at college for a few months, but still . . .


  “Can you feel my hand?”


  An average-sized handbigger than hers but smaller than the one she was accustomed toheld firmly. She could feel him yet she couldn’t see him. What was going on? Why was she lying in a hospital bed? And why was Creed here?


  “You know, I’m pretty upset you spoke to him and you haven’t said a word to me. Don’t hold out on me, Heath. Come on now, I’ve seen your strength.”


  She clutched her best friend’s hand with all her strength.


  “That’s my girly! If you can hear me, I want you to know you are the strongest person I know.”


  Her bosom swelled.


  “Now let’s go. Enough of this. I’m sick of all the pep talks! Wake up!”


  She tried to nod.


  “I don’t care what it takes. Think of him if you have to. Whatever it takes. I’ll do this with you. It’s time.”


  He was right. It was time.


  



  *******


  



  Heather was in and out of wakefulness. Dreaming of the sea again, the sound of the ocean tide rushing through her veins in cooling waves.


  Beep . . . beep . . . beep. The sound was clear as crystal. Almost too sharp for her eardrums. Alleviating yet aggravating. Beep . . . beep . . .


  Once again, the lighthouse appeared on the cliff edge and the strobing light encumbered her view. All of a sudden the light sharpened inward, modifying into a tiny bright light flickering on her right eye. Her brittle body squirmed under the light and her eyelids closed, the lights still flashing underneath them. As soon as the blankness returned, her left eye was compelled open and the same little flicker of light flashed on and off her pupil.


  “Stop,” she intruded, the verbalization offering immense relief, like a genie trapped inside a bottle for eons, at long last released from captivity.


  The bright probe in her left eye suddenly withdrew. As she watched the aftershocks under her eyelids a voice calmly interrupted, “Bless your heart.” It was a male voiceslow, sullen, scholarly, and contradictive to its words. “Creed told me you’d spoken. I’ve waited some time to meet the tambour of those vocal chords.”


  The voice came from her front. Her eyelids felt stiff, though they opened with little effort. It was the focusing of her eyes that resisted however. The sheen of haze blurred the shapes of light and dark, and the strain stung at the edges. She closed them for relief but continued to look with her mind.


  With the surfacing of internal clarity, the shallow ache in her eyelids began to swim into her face. She gradually became aware of her body, her shoulders, her arms, her weighted hips pressing inward, her lengthy, lethargic legs far, far away. She dislodged a big toe from the stiffness of her feet, arousing her brain to its association with the rest of her. This movement brought about an awareness of her position, prostrate.


  That made sense, sort of. Last she remembered was slipping off a small stone ledge on the shore of a beautiful California ocean. A few days ago she and Nick had gone on a trip to the west coast to meet his parents. And this morning he’d taken her to visit the beach by his parents’ home. It began to rain, which unfortunately interrupted their moment in the cave. In fact, it seemed just minutes ago she was leaning against the cave wall, delightfully trapped by his sturdy, strong arms on either side of her (with the thought, a dazzling band of warmth rippled through her body).


  But then they’d headed back to the car. She must have slipped off the slick rocky ledge while walking back. But hadn’t Nick caught her? And the ridge was only a foot or two off the sandy seashore. The fall must have been worse than assumed to cause enough trauma to warrant a nap, or at least the pretense of one. From the presence of the strange voice and unless her ears weren’t functioning properly, she definitely wasn’t where her thoughts last remembered being: on the seashore with Nick.


  But her thoughts seemed to have less sway in this new place. Something had changed. No longer did she feel alone in her world, alone in her thoughts, as if she were the only one experiencing her experiences. Now she felt as if her life was among others. As if her actions and reactions were shared. And she was back in the real world. But where was everyone? Was Mom here? And where was Creed? Nick?


  The conversations she’d just shared with the two of them were moments ago, and that meant Nick’s arms couldn’t be too far away. The idea sent prickles in her tummyher arm!


  “Ouch!” she wailed, tugging her arm to her side. But a stretching pull from the other direction thwarted her. Her head drew up as her eyes reopened to the excessively clear sensations. Attached to her wrist was a thick bracelet of tape securing a long, clear tube. Her burning eyes followed the thin tube toward a liquid-filled bag attached to a metal hook and a monster of a machine, much like a computer, with a keyboard and a monitor and a black screen with red lines. “Beep . . . beep . . . beep,” she watched the red lines peak and then flattened in time with the sound.


  “Excuse the poke,” the same slow voice apologized without sincerity. “The painkiller will loosen the stiffness, though it’s a welcome sight to see you flinch, sweetheart.”


  ‘Sweetheart’? Who was this creepy person? The piercing tone was unfamiliar. Her curiosity lifted her lids fully . . . The face also. Her eyes focused on a blue bonnet, matching blue shirt, black lanyard hanging from his neck with a photo identification card attached. She squinted and read, Bruce Westwood, M.D.


  A doctor? She groggily surveyed her crisp, sanitary, white sheets. She was definitely on a hospital bed, in a hospital room. I’m injured, she thought. As soon as that registered, her mind recalled a certain drama in the details of her most recent conversations with Nick and Creed, and she began to panic.


  “Creed?” her voice was frail, yet it chimed in her ears in surround sound. And her throat felt raw. She looked into the man’s eyes with tortured concern.


  “He will be very glad to know you remember him,” he said with mediocre care, his voice slicing through her eardrums. “He is waiting outside.” Her head relaxed against the pillow. Creed would explain everything to her, though she thought it strange the doctor used the word ‘remember’. How could she forget her best friend? “Can you tell me your name?” he asked.


  How could he not know? A real hospital would know this, especially if Creed was outside. She glanced toward the closed door, her eyes defrosting further. Was this some trick? And why was this man’s voice so huge? And her eyes magnifying what they saw? And why did her entire being feel as though it had just awakened from an endless sleep?


  Her stomach turned with all the uncertainties. Leery, she told herself that until she saw Creed, she would stay quiet. Fake a stupor.


  “That’s okay,” the doctor continued. Then, to her utter surprise, the doctor’s fingers reached toward her neck, latched on, and began to squeeze. She threw up her arms in defense, jostling her tube and the machine it was attached to and grabbing his wrists with force.


  “BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!” The machine complained frantically.


  The doctor abruptly retreated, pressing a few buttons on the machine and repositioning his scrubs. “You are more alert than I thought,” he breathed out. Then he secured the clear bag of liquid. “Perhaps I should send in Dr. Adams before we continue with your vitals.”


  A few minutes after he left the room, her breathing finally resumed to normal. She wanted desperately to see Creed, to talk with him. He would be the only one who could explain all of this to her. She wished, among all the buttons she examined on her bed, there was one with his name on it.


  And she wished she understood why she felt anew. Wished she knew why although her mind recalled her recent past with clarity, it also told her that that pasther college life, the past few months since she left homewas not as authentic as she deemed it, not as authentic as this moment anyway.


  And she wished for Nick! It had been just moments agoshe thoughtthat she was walking along the seashore with him. But if Creed was here, did that mean she was back in Missouri? Had Creed and Nick met? What was Nick thinking now? She closed her eyes, instantly finding that relaxed crooked half-smile and filling every space in her head with it. She smiled back at him. But her eyes quickly opened when she heard a small snigger nearby.


  Another doctor, with tightly twisted, short black hair, pale skin, a pointy nose with nerdy glasses perched atop, and holding a bright orange folder, was sitting close beside her hospital bed.


  “What brought on the smile?” he asked informally. She kept to her promise, scrutinizing his sincerity and deciding it was none of his business. “My name is Mark Adams.” He reached his hand out to shake hers. At first she resisted, but he appeared to be so genuinely nice that she decided a handshake wouldn’t hurt. As she shook, with a wide smile on his face he continued, “I am a specialized doctor with a background in both medical and behavioral sciences, and I’m here to help you in any way I can.”


  But what did she need help with? Maybe a ride to her apartment, though Creed would furnish that. She knew she wasn’t so severely injured that it affected her psyche since her usual impatience was already surfacing. All right, she thought, let’s get this over with so I can go home.


  “Do you know your name?” he prodded.


  “Do you know my name?” She swallowed dry air.


  By the way his eyes bent out of shape this wasn’t the response he expected. But his face soon turned even. “Yes, it’s Heather. Does that sound right?”


  She nodded, desiring him to turn down the volume of his voice.


  “Will you tell me your last name?”


  “Robbins,” she told him.


  His entire frame perked up. “Heather, that’s wonderful! And Dr. Westwood said you mentioned Creed. Do you remember him?”


  Again she nodded, though hesitantly.


  “Do you know where you are, Heather?”


  Gradually, she glanced around the room, glaring at him as her eyes passed, still unsure about her feelings toward this Dr. Adams fellow. Did he know about all her quirks over the past few months? The dejavus? What about the flashes? And the recurring dream? Really, he looked like a child, though he was probably ten years her elder. Except for the machine by her bed and two cushioned chairs in the corner, the room was empty. Very much like an average hospital.


  “Don’t worry about it. We don’t expect you to remember everything all at once. It will take some time. How are you feeling?”


  Her irritable mind answered bluntly. “Tired.”


  “That’s fine. Get some rest.” She interrupted with a headshake, but he continued, “I’ll be back later then.”


  “Not that kind of tired,” she corrected. She’d have to do better if she was to be released soon. “Just a little groggy, probably from the medicine Dr. Westwood gave me.”


  His eyes swelled again, joy brimming over. “Remarkable! You are quite alert for your condition.” He rested against his seat back. “Do you have any questions for me?”


  Her thoughts responded with a myriad of them: What is my “condition”? Where am I? And how did I get here? Am I back in Missouri? Is Nick here? And where’s Creed? Why can’t I see him? Is he all right?


  “May I see Creed?”


  “Certainly. He is anxious to talk to you. However, there are a few things we need to discuss before that happens.”


  “Things?”


  “Well, first, do you have any other questions for me?”


  She readdressed the room, noticing a small table at the head of the bed on the opposite side of the doctor. Bright red roses were sitting in a large glass vase that hadn’t been washed in decades. She turned back around, acknowledging the doctor’s inquisitive stare.


  Fine. “Maybe you could help me understand why I’m in this hospital?”


  “There we go.” He lifted to the edge of his seat. “Very appropriate question. We refrain from explaining the situation until a patient seems ready. Usually a question such as yours or a rational conversation alerts us to the fact that a patient’s mind can handle it.” He opened the bright orange folder in his lap. “Would you like me to explain your predicament?”


  Her eyes squinted, searching his deeply. How much could he explain? He couldn’t know about the real predicament she was in, all the weird quirks she had been experiencing since moving to college.


  Suddenly his face turned shady. Her responseor lack ofwas an apparent mistake since he closed the folder.


  “Maybe we should talk a bit more first.” Then he sat back in his seat again.


  Oh great.


  “What is your last memory before Dr. Westwood came in to your room?”


  In order to absolve his opinion on her mental stability, she decided to respond. “I was dreaming.”


  This excited him. “About?”


  “A lighthouse.”


  “That’s very common. Not necessarily in your lengthy situation, but those who more quickly recover from their state. Many patients say they have recurring dreams of the ocean waves. We believe that to be a result of the feeding tube that pumps liquid into the body at regular intervals.” Then he pointed to her tube.


  “Some have dreams of strobing lights, an effect of daily eye reflex checkups. Others speak of cars beeping, alarms going off, buzzing sounds, all responses to the recurring beeps and buzzing of the heart monitor. Did you experience any of these types of dreams?”


  With each item listed, her mind checked off the events in her past that correlated, the strobing lighthouse, the honking cars, the incessant beeping in her head. But she stayed silent, still untrusting.


  “No,” he reflected, “I wouldn’t imagine so, though you dreaming of a lighthouse is reasonably promising. More common with lengthy states such as yours are what we call ‘near death experiences’ where loved ones who have passed on make short dream visits. Do any of your memories relate to this?”


  Confusion shook her head.


  His face bent toward the orange folder, but he was watching her as if waiting for her approval, and it propelled her into an impatient stare right back.


  “What’s in the orange folder?” she asked, pointing toward his lap.


  “Essentially your medical records since you’ve been here. And bits of information from before that time, such as government and county records, and miscellaneous information furnished by Creed. Do you remember anything about your life, Heather?”


  This was dragging on way too long! At this rate, she wouldn’t get to talk with Creed until tomorrow, and the thought of spending another day without Nick made her breath catch.


  “I attend Washington University in St. Louis,” she confessed. “I live in an apartment by the school and work at the apartment office part-time. Well, it’s supposed to be part time” she half smiled, “but Bob, my boss, uses the other part of my time as much as possible.” She chuckled at the thought.


  Doctor Adams whipped open the folder and ran his finger down the page. And Heather rolled her eyes at being treated like a four-year-old.


  Her impatience surfaced vocally. “Is that sufficient information for you to discern my mental state or would you like me to continue?”


  He didn’t speak for a moment. “I’m sorry, Heather, but your circumstance is a little different than the norm.” He removed his glasses with unmistakable bewilderment. “I’ve never seen someone come out of your state with such assertiveness. Typically, once the brain alters from its regular rhythmic patterns to a place where there are no days and nights, or wakeful and sleep patterns, a state unaffected by the passage of time, or what we refer to as ‘without time’, it doesn’t do so well. For most, the brain deteriorates to a vegetable state, even if it does awaken.”


  She didn’t know whether to feel special or freakish, so she let herself feel both. And then she asked, “My condition, my predicament, my state? So what you’re saying is, I’m not well.”


  “Precisely the reverse, you are very well. Much better than anyone anticipated.” The folder remained open, a good sign. And she was well, he said it himself. And now, her patience was used up. She was in a hospital, surrounded by strangers, completely lost to the world, feeling like her senses were bionic, and she wanted answers!


  So she pulled a Heather. In agitation, she fiddled with the buttons on the bed, automated the head ascent, and moved gingerly till her backside was comfortable. Then she became as serious as a terminal illness. “Please!” she demanded with one last resolve; her final word until her questions were answered completely.


  His eyes finally decided, promptly finding the folder again. And then, by way of introduction, he cleared his throat.


  “It all started on a cold December night. You were jogging alone by a busy highway. A car driving along the highway lost control in the snow, swerving onto the sidewalk and hitting you. The accident was very serious. It was no short of a miracle you survived.”


  All of a sudden a wall in her brain crumbled down and the words “Avoid the bright lights!” yelled out too loud to be silenced by her skull. But Dr. Adams crossed a leg, unaware, shifting the orange folder in his lap.


  “You were rushed to St. Anthony’s Hospital here in St. Louis,” he went on. “The EMTs struggled to keep you alive during transport, but you flatlined. Fortunately, they were able to revive you. Yet you sustained severe head trauma from the collision, which kept you in critical care. You stayed with us for a short time, responding to stimuli.


  “However the damage to your brain became progressively worse. We transferred you here, St. John’s Hospital. During the transfer, your friend Creed was by your side. You spoke a few words to him, and then your words stopped making sense. We were still hopeful you might stay with us, but instead you slipped deeper into unconsciousness. You have been in a comatose state ever since.”


  “A comatose state.”


  “Yes, Heather.”


  “You mean, like a coma?”


  “Yes.”


  She laid her head back, wondering who made up such an incredulous story and blocking all validity of his words, though in the recesses of her fragile soul an uncomfortable seed of truth was planted.


  “We immediately phoned your father, Bill.”


  Bill . . . Bill . . . “My father?”


  “Yes, Heather. Do you remember him?” His eyes were trying not to show excitement.


  “Bill?”


  His inflated eyes nodded.


  Heather dropped her head, trying to navigate through her muddled brain.


  “That’s fine if you don’t remember.” He referred back to the folder.


  “Before we got a hold of Creed, like I said, we made contact with your father.” He shuffled through the folder and then held up a picture of Bill. “Maybe this will help. Do you recognize him?”


  The picture catalogued in Heather’s mind, meandering through the archives until landing in a dark spot where negative people and places were kept.


  “You don’t have to answer. I can tell by your face you remember him. You don’t like him, do you?”


  “No,” she answered briefly.


  “That’s fine. He’s your ‘step’ father Heather, did you remember that?”


  No, she hadn’t remembered that. In fact, she hadn’t remembered him at all until viewing his picture just now. But for some reason, she nodded a lie.


  “He was very uncooperative when we first called him right after the accident. Not much of a support to you. However, your friend Creed seems to be sufficiently supportive, like family.”


  Still piecing together the previous information on Bill, she nodded uncertainly.


  Another picture was presented. “Do you know this woman?”


  A typical old lady with a face old and withered like a giant raisin, framed by wavy, silver hair. Heather recognized her instantly. Vindra Perkins from the college administration building.


  Her eyes left the picture and focused on the doctor. “Is her name . . . Vindra?”


  “Yes! Yes it is,” his face was in shock. “What else do you remember about her?”


  Why was her picture in my file? What was her significance to me? Heather puzzled. “Vindra Perkins,” she guardedly responded. “She works at the college.”


  “You are so close, Heather. That’s excellent. You worked with Vindra at the local library in Nevada, Missouri; the town you grew up in. Vindra was more than just your boss, and you and Creed refer to her as ‘Grandma V’.”


  What was this, some kind of hidden camera joke that Creed was pulling on her? That would be so like him.


  “You and her were extremely close. She was like a second mother to you.”


  On that note, what did they know of her mom? And little brother, Max . . . If they knew Bill, they must know . . .


  “When Vindra came to visit you upon your arrival here at St. John’s, a couple days after you fell in a coma, she said you squeezed her hand. She told the doctors you were still very alive and that she would pay all your medical expenses to keep you on the machines until you woke up. I guess you could say, in a physical sense, she is the reason for your survival. However, what kept you alive mentally I am very anxious to know.”


  Another picture was brought forward. But before Heather zoomed in, she noticed Dr. Adam’s face sink. A family picture. There was Heather’s mother, smiling her benevolent, warm smile with her hand resting on Heather’s shoulder. And Max too, with his “picture” smile that she suddenly remembered he always gave, the one that manipulated his lips so he looked like the joker in Batman. Heather had to giggle at the sight.


  “That’s remarkable,” Dr. Adams stated, again.


  For some reason, Dr. Adam’s intrusion in her personal moment crept under her skin. And though she felt bad afterwards, she advised him, “You know, you can cut out all the cheerleader comments. I’d rather you just be straight with me.”


  He didn’t seem shocked or bothered though. “You’re right,” he replied. “You don’t seem like the fluffy type. It’s just, you are an extraordinary exception to the recovery process after being in such a lengthy coma. Most patients have lost their vocabulary entirely and must relearn to talk. With them, I can be as vague or as direct as the situation calls for. But you are very different than the norm. So you can see why I’m completely excited about you, and a bit tentative.”


  This was all so preposterous! But the growing seed of truth was sprouting and, as uncomfortable as the weed was, she couldn’t uproot it.


  “Okay, Heather, if that’s how you’d like it, I will be straight with you. But then you must do something for me. Don’t doubt your feelings. I know you’re holding back. Truthfully, and as I said before, you’re doing exceptional. But the more you open up, the quicker the memories will return. And your brain will then start to sort everything out. Fair?”


  Though slow to nod, she understood what he was saying. The only way she’d get to go home was to prove to him that she was all right. The problem was, she wasn’t all right, not since the quirks began.


  “Will you tell me what you remember about your life?” he asked.


  “Even if it sounds ridiculous?”


  “Nothing about your situation is ridiculous.”


  If he wasn’t so genuinely likeable, she may have resisted. But in the end, the combination of her two thornscuriosity and impatiencealways won out. “Okay.” She paused to find where to start. “I can’t really remember much of anything about my past. My first memory goes back a few months, the day I started college. I remember being nervous to start school that morning. So much so, that even waking up with all those gaps in my memory seemed ordinary enough. But I guess now that I think about it, nothing about that day was ordinary.


  “I remember waking up, and not really knowing where I was. My brain felt like mush. All my memories, my entire past, was gone, completely erased from my mind. I knew the simple things, like my name and how old I was, but other than that, my head was totally blank. Oh, except for this obnoxious beeping sound in my ears that wouldn’t go away.”


  Dr. Adam’s face fell into this odd mix of alarm and intrigue. Heather’s eyes followed his to the right, where they landed on the heart rate monitor by her bedside. “Did it sound like that?” he asked.


  It took a moment, but when the beeps from her memories aligned with the current beeping in the room, goose bumps swarmed her skin. “Exactly like that,” she whispered, connecting another dot between her memories and the present. “Are you saying that while I was at school, I could hear the heart monitor from this room?”


  Dr. Adams stood, causing her to start. “What?” she asked. “What is it?”


  But his dismount off the chair turned him around, causing him to face the other direction.


  “Did I say something wrong?” she persisted.


  He turned back toward her, his face white with amazement. “No, no, Heather,” he said in a voice that sounded like a strangled cat. “Please, please, sit back down.” After realizing he was the one standing and not her, he found his seat again and then with his entire hand, gave a hearty massage down his face and blew out a heavy breath.


  “Maybe,” he began after a moment, when his face was pink again, “I should explain a few things before we start into your memories. Would that be all right?”


  She nodded, still more curious than concerned, but feeling both.


  “First things first, then,” he said, regaining his composure. “I should mention that as you talk about what you remember, you must expect for blank areasblank areas in those memories, in relationships, especially in speech. It is very likely that you’ve lost some common vocabulary. For example, coma patients will wake up saying ‘cooker’ when referring to an oven, or ‘cold time’ when attempting to say ‘winter’. Don’t be alarmed by this; your vocabulary will return eventually, with practice.


  “Next, and I don’t expect this to be much of a problem since your mind seems to be sorting out memories with tremendous precision. But it’s worth mentioning. Some of your memories might not be . . . exactly . . . um, should I say, accurate? You see, on occasion patients have dreams while in their coma. And you seem to be one of those special situations. These dreams can mix fantasy with reality, and memories of people and places sometimes jumble. But don’t worry too much about this. We’ll work through it together.”


  Yeah, Heather thought to herself. Like Grandma V. “So, for instance, Grandma V,” she found herself commenting. “I remember her now. It’s crazy how I could have forgotten who she really is, now that I remember her so well, and what she means to me. But then the lady in the administration building . . . she wasn’t real? None of that was real?”


  “It’s not that it wasn’t real. Let me see if I can explain. While you were dreaming in your coma, you may have been reliving some of your memories, calling them back to the surface, so to speak. And your mind thought you were living them for the first time. The problem that can arise there, is that in dreams we have the ability to modify or even embellish our memories. And you seem to have falsely plugged your Grandma Vindra into one of your memories.


  “But we’re definitely getting ahead of ourselves here. I can’t be sure of any of this until we go over some of your memories.”


  Heather was in a staring trance, the thoughts in her head too heavy to sustain. Were all her memories warped in a similar way? Were the experiences she rememberedthe last few months of her first semester at collegenothing but a playground of imagination and dreams while she rested in a coma?


  But when her mind caught hold of a tall, broad physique, and a face under the shadow of a baseball hat, the muscles in her face lost their strength and her words shattered her control, riding on her weak breath. “But I did come out here for school, right?” she begged. “I left Nevada City and came to college.”


  “Yes, you did.”


  Her eyelids closed against the impending moisture. Her toughness seemed to be fading, and rightly so. She’d lost almost everything: her memories, apparently her well-being, and she’d nearly lost her life. She could not lose him.


  “Shortly after your high school graduation you packed up your car and took off . . . Is there something wrong, Heather?”


  “No,” she shook her head, resting rearward to funnel the tears back into their ducts. “You were saying? My car . . . ”


  He waited for more, urging her on with a guilt glance.


  “Okay. Um, a brown BMW?” she asked in tentative syllables.


  “Given to you by Vindra Perkins. Good.” He continued, “So, you packed up your car and took off. Creed told us it was very sudden. You got accepted before telling Creed you’d even applied. You registered for classes on your own and secured an apartment near the college, and then you just left.


  “Understandably so, you had no one at home other than Vindra Perkins and Creed, and your grades were very good, so getting into college wouldn’t have been a problem. You didn’t tell Creed much detail other than you felt you needed to get away, felt a pull to come here. He tried to talk you out of it but I suppose making something of your life was your priority.


  “Creed informed us you attended summer and fall semesters at Washington University here in St. Louis and were currently enrolled in winter semester classes.” Heather nodded vigorously as if to substantiate his words, though she figured he made a mistake about how long she’d attended college. She only recalled summer semester. “Creed dropped all your classes that were to begin in . . . ” he referred to the folder, “ . . . in January, so you wouldn’t get a negative withdrawal on your transcripts. He gathered your stuff out of your apartment but I’m assuming your landlord figured you walked out on your contract.”


  When she thought of Bob the Boss her heart pinched.


  Her mind was tugging in several diverse directions: Bob . . . Mom . . . Creedright outside her door! And Nick . . . at the forefront of her thoughts. If Dr. Adam’s words were true, where did that put her truth? How did her life fit together? The confusion was still pressing upon her. She already knew that some of her memories were inaccurate, like Vindra Perkins working in the administration building.


  “Please, Heather. Tell me your thoughts.”


  “I do remember experiences. Most of them are compatible with what you’re telling me, but a few aren’t. How can that make any sense? And everything’s out of order. You said I attended school summer and fall semesters. But I only remember summer. And when I attended school, I could hear the heart monitor from this room. And Creed would pop in and out of my world like he was a ghost. How does that happen? Oh, and I was in California on vacation just yesterday.”


  “Yes, it was all just yesterday, according to your mind. In response to school, though you only remember summer semester, I can assure you that you also attended fall semester. Your memories probably haven’t gotten there yet. I know it all feels very confusing. As I mentioned, I will help you sort out the facts as you share your story with me. But some of those discrepancies might come as a shock to you. There’s no doubt in my mind some of your memories are inaccurate. Are you okay with this?”


  “I’m okay,” she said so he would know that she was. Also, she was beginning to believe him. He was telling her the truth.


  “Okay, tell me everything you remember, beginning with your very first memory, the first day of school, right when you woke up. Start at the very beginning . . . ”


  Chapter 1


  I woke in the morning wrapped in my yarn-tied quilt, the same quilt that covered my squeaky twin bed for five years, the quilt my mom gave me on my thirteenth birthday. But the bed was too big and overly soft to be mine.


  When I tried to make sense of this, my mind wouldn’t let me. In fact, my brain felt as if it had been wiped out, and my past, removed with an all-powerful eraser. My head was almost completely blank, evidently still trying to rouse itself and get a grip on the waking world. It took a disoriented moment, but my eyes at last adjusted to the dark room around me.


  Fortuitously, the loud beeping sound and bright-red glowing numbers of the bedside clock, shouting five forty-five AM, triggered the “on” switch to my brain, and I suddenly realized where I was and what I was doing here. How could I have forgotten?


  Comical, that after all the waiting and preparing and anticipating, it would take a moment to remember the importance of today. Soon, almost too soon according to the tight knots in my stomach, I would be in my first class of my first semester at college.


  I turned off the alarm and got out of bed feeling a little bit off; my trembling legs told me as much. But that was to be expected. I was starting my freshmen year of college today, I was away from home for the first time in my life, and I was sleeping in my new second floor apartment, all by myself.


  After dressing, out of habit I pulled my hair back into a ponytail and briefly paused by my new apartment bathroom mirror to check myself. When my eyes stared at their mirror image, they paused. Moving closer to the mirror, I studied myself. I had no particularly strong features but they all seemed to fit together nicely. I had a healthy head of hair and rosy cheeks. I smiled at myself, watching my eyes light up. Faintly, I recalled someone once saying my eyes lit up when I smiled. But for the life of me, I couldn’t remember the someone who said it.


  All of a sudden a light flickered from my hand directly into my eyes. I blinked away the intrusion, looking down toward the object reflecting off the bathroom light. As I processed the gold band settled on my finger, a face suddenly materialized in my empty head, wafting the void into swirls of friendly disorder. Creed. I suddenly remembered him. It was as if his memory was dug from the trash bin in the computer of my mind. And now he was restored as my best friend. Sweetness entered my frame, almost as if he were standing beside me, holding my hand. In fact, I could almost hear him speaking, as if from far away, “Hang in there, Heath. You’re going to be okay.”


  “I know,” I whispered back, a measure of relief washing through me.


  And then abruptly, some more memories: Me, Creed and Mom laughing in the kitchen; Creed and I taking long walks together; him teasing me about wanting an apartment at college without roommates; receiving his ring the day I was to leave for college. How had I forgotten? I must be more nervous than I thought, I told myself.


  



  “Sorry to interrupt,” Dr Adams said, pulling Heather away from her story and back inside the hospital room, “but I just wanted to throw something out there real fast. I would bet my marble chess set that the exchange you just had with CreedI mean the one you just told me about where he tells you to hang in there, and that you’re going to be okaywas really happening. Do you understand what I’m saying?


  “Do you remember how I told you that when you were being transferred to this hospital right after your accident, Creed talked to you? Well, his voice must have penetrated through the dreams you were having, or rather, the memories that you were calling up. Fascinating. And because the starting point of your memories seems to coincide with the point right after your accident, I am hopeful that your memories took a chronological path. This is good, Heather.


  “Anyway, sorry to interrupt. Do carry on with your story.”


  



  


  After dressing and doing my hair and getting all ready for my first day of school, I walked out of the bathroom. A salty smell of popcorn swirled into my nostrils. I was suddenly famished. But overpowering my hunger was a mysterious feeling that gradually seeped into my senses as I walked in my front room and took in the surroundings: the tan-colored couch on the south wall, with dark flecks and indented cushions; the small TV stand across from the couch, with the average-sized flat screen resting atop and the thin video player below it; the red brick fireplace on the far wall; the brown wicker cabinet in the corner of the room. The view of my front room brought on a deep feeling of nostalgia, almost like a mini-dejavu, but a very pleasant one. As I let my thoughts wander where they would, they quickly landed on my couch and a shadowed male figure too tall and solid to be Creed. The flash in my head gave my stomach the briefest tickle. But rather than attempt to interpret a brain that still wasn’t in full function mode, I told myself to calm down. After all, today was one of the most important days of my life. And daydreaming about college guys would be unproductive.


  The problem was my imaginationa very active imagination. Too active, in fact. Gratefully, I had always known when to turn it off and ground my thoughts. But today felt different, as if four years of built anticipation about this day finally hit its max, bursting my head wide open and leaving nothing but scattered brain cells.


  Or perhaps I was a little off kilter because of the dream I’d had just this morning. I definitely hadn’t imagined that; the dream was as clear as the half-empty bag of popcorn staring at me from the kitchen counter. It was quite a doozy of a dream, though.


  It started like this:


  Everything was clouded over. I couldn’t decide if the cloud came from my surroundings or from my mind, but it was thick enough to obscure both. In fact, my mind felt so foggy I couldn’t even think straight or reason clearly. Was I dreaming or awake? Dead or alive? In Heaven or in a roomful of smoke?


  My mind stirred to a thin ray of light pressing through the haze. When the light gradually oriented itself in a corner, a picture suddenly formed there. A picture of my mother.


  My thoughts went to the most illogical place. Instead of figuring out where I was and what was going on, all I could think of was how beautiful Mom looked, and how grateful I was to take after her. My brown hair was not as dark or as curly, and I was taller than Mom, but our facial features were identicalsmooth lips, thin cheeks, long eyelashes. The only noticeable difference: my hazel eyes. Even so, we were obviously related, and this thought was lovely.


  “Remember the poem I used to recite to you when you were young?” I could almost hear Mom’s words floating through the misty veil. “Do you remember how it begins? ‘Love is stronger than death’.”


  Mom’s voice was like liquid peace entering my soul and my heart reacted with a gush of intense love, the emotion wanting to reach my eyes. But the tears traveled only as far as my thoughts, which slowly began to clear.


  I thought I heard Mom again. Faintly this time, as if the lines of communication were infused with static. “If you remember nothing else, remember this: Keep the beeping strong and steady . . . beep . . . beep . . . beep”


  And then Mom was gone.


  I woke from the dream with a shock, as if a defibrillator was at my chest. My body jolted upright and my eyes went wide with surprise. My heartbeat was hammering in my chest, and I was in a deep sweat. Gradually, like the focus of a lens, my eyes adjusted to the surroundings and my breathing steadied. I felt at my quilt, I heard my alarm clock, and consequently I realized it had all been nothing more than a very vivid dream. This was nothing new; I always dreamed big. And that’s when I remembered what today was: the first day of college.


  After chewing on a few pieces of cold popcorn and then sipping at a glass of tap water, there was one last thing to do: pick up my schedule at the administration office. After that, it was off to my first class. This was itwhat I’d been waiting for my entire life!


  I fiddled with the keys, clung to my olive book bag, headed out the front door, and felt the rushing pulse of someone suddenly scared to death to walk into a real-live college classroom, all by herself.


  Thankfully, the outside air brought a measure of warm comfort. Though the blankness still pressed on my mind, mornings brought with them temperance, and problems (problems like waking up too nervous to remember my own name) always seemed less complicated in the early hours. And the weather was perfect.


  And so was my brown boxy old BMW parked right outside the apartment’s office. I was happy to note that it still looked exactly like it did when I first got itlike a big shiny penny. My mind recalled its specifics: Nineteen seventy-seven, a hundred and eighty thousand miles, left, back window busted, my trusty old clunker.


  As I headed for school in my penny-colored car, excitement raced through my body in the form of frenzied buzzing bees in my veins. Ten anxious minutes later I stepped out of the car.


  An early breeze tousled my hair, irrationally stinging my eyesMother Nature’s morning welcome. The last faint trace of darkness dispersed with the light of day. The light gave splashes of color to everything it touched, highlighting the scenery in muted greens and golds. Even so, the great big yellow ball in the sky hadn’t fully risen yet. Suddenly I realized the “great big yellow ball in the sky” had a name; a name I couldn’t remember. I still seemed to be suffering from a slight case of early-morning mental block.


  Resting at the base of the college building’s staircase was a small cement sign. A streetlamp shone on the glowing gold letters carved into the small monument. I read, “Washington University, St. Louis, Missouri.”


  Yes, it sounds right, I mused.


  And then, I’m finally here! I shouted inside.


  Panic was the pounding heartbeat in my ears, the loss of my memory, the frighteningly endless staircase that burned my leg muscles as I climbed up and up and up.


  I was in full-fledged anxiety mode by the time I walked into the building. After commanding myselfin a most impatient mental rebuketo calm down, I noticed a person peeking over a tall counter in the corner of a spacious, vacant lobby.


  “Please,” I muttered to myself, “Please help me.”


  “May I help you?” she beckoned, her sugary voice echoing off the hollow tile.


  I cleared my throat and made an effort to sound brave. “I hope so,” I shouted, expecting a shaky voice. But I was shocked at how booming and clear I sounded.


  As I approached the counter, it receded, exposing a typical elderly woman with a face old and withered like a giant raisin. When my mind processed her though, the mood in the building altered from cold and creepy to comfortable and quaint, almost haven-like.


  “Yes, I was wondering if you could check your computer to see if I’m registered for the upcoming semester.” Outlandish, why had I asked this question? All I really needed was a copy of my class schedule. I told myself that I had better pull it together in the next few minutes. I was not going to be a vulnerable mess in my first class!


  “Well that’s a simple request, dear. All I need is your social security number, phone number, or last name.”


  Simple for you, I thought, at least satisfied with the easy flowing conversation. I gave her my full name, smiling at her and relaxing my shoulders a bit. I liked her. Her face, her expressions, her kindness, it was peaceful. This was going smooth, apart from the fact that my body was too shaky and my brain was still numb. The feeling was probably a blessing in disguise. Who knows how I would have acted had all my mental synapses been in full function mode this morning? I very well might have succumbed to the weariness and stayed asleep under the bed sheets in my apartment.


  No, I want this way too much to give up now.


  Within a moment’s time, my attention diverted to her. I began to study her carefully, willing her wrinkles to crack open some missing memory. She reminded me of someone. As the warm familiarity began to leak through, the creases on her face began to alter, twisting in uncertainty. With the slow shake of her head, my stomach began to tense. “Well, this is interesting,” she said to herself while gazing at her computer screen. “You’re not in here, dear.”


  I stiffened at her words. Previously unaware of their presence, the high, quiet walls abruptly began closing in on me. I shifted my taut head, wondering what to do, distantly fearing what would happen if I hadn’t registered at all, if I had forgotten to, if I had nowhere to go. I kept still . . . waiting . . . desperate . . .


  All of a sudden a bell rang in the building. Beep! Beep! Beep! . . . the loud alarm causing my hands to fly to my ears. But the lady seemed unaffected, or perhaps just used to the fire alarm drills that surely were tested before the start of a new semester.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. Typo. Heather-Rose-Robbins . . . yes, here you are.” She punched on a few more computer keys as I let out a silent gasp of relief, the beeps of the alarm quietly subsiding. “You’re from Nevada City, I see. Not too far away,” she commented, noticeably acquainted with the town. “Let’s see, you are currently registered for your first semester here, with three classes: History, Creative Writing, and Track.” I said them in my mind the same time she did.


  I struggled to get my mouth to work around its tightness. “My mom registered for me so I wasn’t sure about my schedule.” I chuckled awkwardly, nervously, wondering why I wanted to tell her that.


  “It seems as though you’re all set for today,” she assured me. “Here, let’s print out your schedule.”


  It was virtually impossible to think clearly with the mental strain going on in my head. It didn’t help that I was such a rational person and yet there was nothing rational about the odd, mindless way I was acting.


  “Can I help you with anything else, Heather?” she offered.


  My thoughts remained outside of the room and far from the old woman before me. “You know,” my head tilted, my eyes glossed over, “I can’t remember your name.”


  “I don’t believe I told you, dear. It’s Vindra Perkins.”


  Vindra. I whispered the name in my head. Vindra . . . Vindra . . .


  Something about her was recognizable, but for the life of me I couldn’t place it. Finally, I shook away the haze, telling myself to return to the present.


  “Well, thanks for your help,” I finished.


  And then, out of nowhere, like a string puppet, my heavy hand was prompted outward and I gripped onto her rigid, plump-knuckles.


  Just as her hand squeezed back, the door to my memory burst open. Not the memory of her, rather of certain rules I needed to follow to remain safe. Rules my memory told me I’d set up previously, some time ago. Rules that I once vowed to keep. Just two: Don’t get close to anyone and don’t talk about my past. Though I wanted to laugh at the second rule since I couldn’t remember much of anything about my past, concern wouldn’t allow it.


  But instead of adhering to the rules and keeping my distance, I continued to squeeze her hand, the closeness awakening my senses. And for the second time today I felt a sweet flavor of enthusiasm enter my soul.


  The handshake was significant. Why, I wasn’t sure. Not because of the way it made me feel. Its significance, rather, had something to do with my desperation to let her know I needed herto communicate to her my anxiousness to be a part of this place, to live, to experience college-life, to find my way to something, or possibly several somethings. So I continued to squeeze with all my strength.


  “Oh, you will be fine,” she quietly whispered. “Enjoy your summer term. And don’t forget to be on time.”


  My hand stayed fastened but I knew it was time to let go when hers compressed. With mutual trust, I promised her, “I won’t forget.”


  As I released, a new sense of peace came over me.


  I felt a gleam of inspiration that today would bring something wonderful.


  Chapter 2


  It was almost nine when I entered the college’s hallway of flags, appropriately called for the two rows of banners hanging from either side of the ceiling and down the length of the hallway. Conversely, if it were my choice, I would have named the hall ‘fishbowl’ because it was one big window to the outdoors, a massive glass tunnel. Carefully, I advanced toward a handful of students who were busily walking through the hall. But it was the multitudes on the outside of the glass that unnerved me. I suddenly sympathized with goldfish. I didn’t dare look outside, fearing they were all gawking at me, the lone guppy who didn’t belong. Releasing a soothing breath, I continued swimming forward.


  A bell suddenly peeled through the hallway.


  I jumped, which sent my olive book bag flying to the floor. Right behind me I heard laughter and I instinctively flipped around. Two squatty fellows with smirks on their faces were eyeing me from a few feet away. One of them, the shorter of the two, lowered his gaze to the floor, continuing to chuckle.


  “Let’s move, we’re late,” the other said. And they swam by me.


  I reclaimed my book bag but not the composure that had taken the past hour to fortify. I was expecting the unexpected, certainly. But I hadn’t expected to feel like an alien. And boy, did your imagination exaggerate the height of college-guys, I thought jokingly as I watched two of Tolkien’s hobbits traipse off to class.


  As I continued on to room 121, History class, I began to imagine what this moment of stepping into my first college class would bring: sitting by strangers, people-watching, having the freedom to go to the bathroom without having to ask the teacher, but I forgot to imagine the part where my knees give out in the classroom entryway.


  Settle down, I told myself as I braced the doorframe and jostled Creed’s ring around and around. I quickly briefed myself on the rules: Don’t tell anyone about my past, check. And don’t get close to anyone, got it. And really, how hard could it be? Plus, I had switched Creed’s gold band from my right ring-finger to my left to steer off any unwanted attentionnot that I anticipated any. But the switch did make me feel safer, and also more connected to something, or someone.


  Using my rules as a much-needed security blanket, I nodded to myself in approval, and then it was time. Gathering my will, I squared my trembling shoulders, exhaled, and slowly stepped into class.


  At once my dry mouth swallowed the scene whole. Students were everywheresitting on tabletops, dallying in the aisles. One girl with long braided hair was standing on a chair! Some were carrying large drinks and sporadically sipping on the straws, others were laughing loudly, most were yelling to neighborsit was sensory overload. And though my stomach was tight with fear, a grin unexpectedly invaded my lips. I had a feeling large school classes were not a part of my past. But I was intrigued by the disorder; it was much livelier than I expected for a college class.


  Just then, a tentative voice rose above the commotion, “Everyone find your seat,” and I ran my eyes across the room to locate its source. “If you’ll notice, your last name is on a three by five card taped to the tabletops. They’re in alphabetical order, according to last name.” A short, chubby, balding man spoke from the front of the bright room. The few people in the class who heard him moaned. “No, it’s not a seating chart,” he responded, laughing timidly. “Please find your name.” Then he paused for several momentsI think he thought his silence would prove contagious but it had the opposite effect. “Quiet down, people,” he beckoned, motioning with his hands in an unsuccessful attempt to reduce the noise level.


  I observed the disorder with pleasure, looking this way and that, catching hold of the girl climbing off the chair; but I realized she was actually a he. The joints in my jaw lost their lock. I turned away fast, stitching my lips. “The unexpected,” I reminded myself.


  Everything seemed fast and chaotic and I wobbled around all sorts of colliding feelings, contradicting feelings, opposites. I felt confident yet insecure, brave yet cowardly, open yet closed, alive yet scared to death.


  I noticed I was hugging the doorframe again when my hands began to spasm. I quickly released myself and rubbed the front of my white t-shirt clean, lightly brushing over the lumps in my gut.


  The man began again, weak and unconvincing, “I’ve divided you into small groups for your semester projects,” but students continued to chat. The poor man then looked down and nervously slid his books a few inches. I almost felt as bad for him as I did for myself. And with my pity came an ease of my unease.


  I made a mental memo that if I was ever feeling nervous, an effective scapegoat was to find someone worse off and feel sorry for them instead. But when the memo computed in my brain it didn’t sound very kind. I sensed something missing to my antidote but decided to brood over it later since I was feeling relatively sure of myself.


  The evolving plan became to dodge attention and find the nearest vacant spot. And though my stomach was still tangled, the disorder along with Teacher Timid must have fueled my confidence because I started coaching myself: You know you’re not one to sit back like a coward and watch; you remember that much. You’re the type of person who makes things happen. Heather, you’re here. Make the most of it. Focus. You can do this! Besides, with all the commotion, it’ll be simple. Everyone’s so wrapped up in what they’re doing, they won’t even notice you. Go on!


  With mustered courage, I released the door edge and gradually entered a row of chairs, sneaking a sideways glance and comforted to see others following suit. Cautiously, I moved around each person, careful not to activate my curious eyes or my fidgety hands. Students were also making their way through aisles, some reading names loudly, othersthe more social oneswondering why their names were being yelled out.


  “Preacher . . . Richards . . . ” I silently read while avoiding chairs. Robbins should be next, I told myself. Hugging my book bag as if touching anything would electrocute me, I weaved around two spaces, both occupied. I continued with the next open spot, “Sampson . . . Song . . . ” and realized with a quiet sigh of dejection that I didn’t have an assigned seat.


  I was relieved half the class was still standing so I could keep hidden, but they were dropping like the unconscious. As I started back, my attention unexpectedly honed in on a name card sitting on the tabletop I’d already passed that was occupied by a girl with medium length, kinky, dirty blonde hair. I read on the nametag “Rob”something, her elbow blocking the remaining letters from my line of sight.


  I could have kept walking, I should have, but the temptation was too strong to withstandnot to mention the girl’s back was to me and she was fully engaged in a conversation with her neighbor, a fellow wearing a white and black baseball hat. I found myself inclining sideways, leaning a bit forward on my toes.


  When she whipped her head around, her stiff hair grazed my hand and I jumped, again, but backwards this time.


  “Can I help you?” she asked in a tone that didn’t feel friendly. My head drew back, but not from her tone, rather from her darkly outlined eyes, and then because of their familiarity. If that wasn’t freakish enough, it was my first conversation with a classmate.


  I responded too hasty and without thinking, “Is your last name Robbins?”


  “Is yours?” she snapped back, and then her eyes crawled from my hairline all the way down to my flip-flops and back to my face.


  At first I was disappointed she didn’t know me. Then I felt intimidated, then I felt like a dummy with a bad outfit on, and finally, I panicked. That’s it, it’s all over. She can tell I feel like an outsider. She knows I’m vulnerable.


  After those string of emotions, and this was unexpected, my disposition all at once turned firm. Determined to make this day everything I dreamed it to be, I let the fight in me take over. And yet the last thing I wanted to do was make an enemy with my first friend. However, by the way her cool eyes iced me, it was too late. Besides, what else could I say?


  I aimed for friendly. “Yes, that’s my last name,” I replied. At that, I could have sworn the guy in the hat sitting next to her muffled a laugh.


  “Oh. I’m sorry.” Her voice turned polite but her eyes stayed frosty. She grabbed her bag off the back of the chair and thumped into the next seat over. As she did, a potent floral scent swirled in my nostrils going straight to my brain. I held in a cough, wondering if she’d rubbed fermented rose juice all over her body. I also wondered why she hadn’t simply disclosed her seat to me so I could sit there. However, I said nothing and quietly took my seat in between her and the baseball hat, releasing floral fumes and my nerves, but not my olive book bag, which I clung to, making my body as small as possible.


  However, my eyes remained at large. They went from the front of the room where a black chalkboard read, “Mr. Rowland”, to the front, left corner where two guys clumsily bumped their chests together, to the girl in the other corner looking in a small mirror while applying lipstick, and then to the ice-girl on my right, her tawny hair creating a curtain between us.


  The teacher cleared his throat. Thank you, I thought to myself. A needed diversion.


  “Welcome to US History,” he began. “I’m Mr. Rowland. Let us commence by getting to know the people you’re sitting by. You’ll be working with them all semester long on a group project.” My gratitude and my shoulders sunk toward the floor. But my shoulders abruptly stiffened, turning into a board as the blonde reached behind me toward the guy in the hat. Instead of jumping for the third time that day, I fought it off.


  “Did you hear that, Nick? We’ll be partners! I’m so excited,” she raved, forcing me to recall the unpleasant, tangy nature of her voice.


  “Mm,” he muttered back, disinterest in his inflection. I wanted to look over, curious to see the expression on his face, but instead I safely stared ahead.


  The teacher spoke again, “Please remember where you’re sitting. These will be your seats for the entire semester.” Remembering wouldn’t be a problem; I could still picture her cool, marble eyes glaring at me. And I could feel her tooa thick sheet of ice, frozen beside me.


  Just then a bold plan came to mind. Perhaps I could make things right. Sure, the girl was rude, but I certainly wasn’t Miss Manners either. Maybe this would create peace. And it would force me to loosen upmy mouth anyway. I had to do it quickly or I would cower. Miraculously, I propelled the words, “You know,” I paused, still looking forward, “I don’t mind switching”


  At that moment, to my utter astonishment, a soft, hot hand relaxed on my left forearm.


  I jerked my arm back with an arrested breath, cupping my elbow and pulling it safely into my side. With the initial shock, I tuned in to the sizzling tingles crawling up my neck; they were in my extremities too, little firecrackers popping in my fingertips and toes.


  It took a moment to register but when it did I realized the guy with the hat had touched me on my arm. Keeping my head down, I searched his chilling movements from the corners of my eyes. His frame was relaxed, his fiery hand resting inches from minethis, too, was relaxed. I yanked myself snug, folding my arms tight while recovering, and moving my troubled eyeballs up his defined arm.


  His touch was quite a stunmy toes were still tingling with aftershocks. But it didn’t hurt. In fact, “tickle” would have been a better word. Still, I made a quick mental note: hold fast to the rules!


  Don’t get close to anyone and don’t talk about my past.


  By the angle of his hat brim I suddenly realized he was staring at me. In fact, his laser eyes began burning a hole in my cheek. I kept my eyes forward and battled to keep unresponsive. But, regardless, little beads of sweat started to form at my hairline. Instinctively, I bit the edge of my lip on the unexposed side, trying not to react, but keenly aware of how many times my eyes blinked or my lips twitched, painfully attuned to each teeny facial movement, desperate for him to look away.


  On the other hand, he seemed calmer than a majestic mountain vista as he looked down on me. I took it as bold, even arrogant, staring at me like I was a statue. His boiling hand rested in my space like the whole table belonged to him! Who did he think he was? Was he waiting for me to look back? If so, he wasn’t getting it. I wasn’t movinghe certainly wouldn’t win. I’d make sure of that! He could touch me all he wanted, and I still wouldn’t


  But before my overblown imagination got too carried away, I reeled myself in, noting my elbow felt nothing of pain or sense. And evidently my silence satisfied the reason for his hand on my arm because, to the relief of my sweat glands, he finally looked away, ignoring me.


  After a few recovering minutes, my forehead eventually began to cool. Indeed, I hadn’t expected to feel this out of place. A little different, yes, but not a social wreck. My first two associations: disasters! I had already made first, an enemy, and second, sparks fly.


  I began an exhaustive list of excuses: perhaps I rushed into this; maybe I should have stayed under the covers this morning; it was a bad idea to start school so soon; perhaps I wasn’t meant to come here at all. But assessing and preparing and restraining all required patience, something I categorically lacked. I decided as soon as class ended I’d return to my apartment and prepare more for tomorrow.


  After making that decision, I felt better, but how to fix the fact that I still had forty long minutes with Miss Ice and Mister Fire Hands? Between the two of them I felt like fried ice cream.


  Of course, as soon as my body temperature finally returned to normal, the teacher said something that re-peaked my fever. “Now, I’d like you to introduce yourself to your group, exchange cell numbers and find a time to meet once a week, starting this week.”


  My eyelids closed. Surprisingly, it was the guy in the hat I shrank from, not her. I had two choices, either grab my book bag and run out of classafter all, I still had two additional classes, and he’d never see me again amongst the large student bodyor else I could . . . no, that was the only option.


  Inconspicuously, I picked up my bag and slid my chair back. And I was about to make a run for it . . .


  Till she cut in.


  “I’m Stacey Sampson,” she chirped, her hand outstretched.


  Bolting for the door was still an option but the competitor in me wouldn’t permit. Besides, maybe I could talk with her and avoid the hot-handed hat guy for the rest of class. I brought my hand forward, knowing a handshake was harmless. However, instead of an expected handful, I received only the tips of her fingers. Still, I shook them, grimacing.


  “I’m Heather,” I said, trying to smile up my frown. And though I related with faulty first impressions, I couldn’t see us as friends; I already didn’t trust her.


  “Nick, it’s your turn.” Stacey prodded the hat guy but didn’t wait. “This is Nick Richards. We’re neighbors, I mean, we live down the street from each other. For about a year and a half now.” When she sprawled over my side of the table and touched his arm, my eyes suddenly narroweda bizarre response toward two complete strangers. But I quickly deposited my ill feelings somewhere in the back of my mind to sort through later. I wanted to be in the moment in order to


  “Hey.”


  That was all he said, hasty and half-hearted. He wasn’t even looking at me.


  However, his voice pressed into my ear like a meteor trenching into the earth’s floor, sheathing my ear-way with deep heat, hotter than his touch, scorching my insides. True to reality, the physical response came shortly thereafter in the form of little bumps invading my skin. I clutched my arms to fight off a shiver, telling myself to shove back my absurd reaction to his voicea husky voice, yet smooth, with a perfect hint of rasp.


  I don’t know how long I remained in a world of voice and sound and swirly delight, but when I came to, the rude girl, Stacey, was conversing with her neighbor. I joined them instantly. “I’m Heather. It’s nice to meet you. What’s your name?” See, that was easy. Why didn’t I say that to him?


  “It’s Liz Song,” she responded, her Asian eyes smiling through glasses. Liz’s ink-black, sleek-straight hair formed a square border around her short, flat face. With little freckles on her cheek tops and a bubbly smile, I instantly liked her, and instantly recognized her from somewhere.


  My focus on the conversation was sporadic since my thoughts, which should have focused on my new friend Liz’s familiarity, unswervingly flowed to him. Was he watching me again? Was he talking? He didn’t have to; his smooth voice was still ringing in my head.


  Then I heard it again.


  “Nick Richards,” his voice hummed, so silky and steady and somehow . . . familiar? Was he someone I knew? Impossible. I was certain I would have recalled him if he were a part of my past. But then was it possible to be captivated by a voicea voice that had spoken no more than three words in my presence, only one of which was to me? An odd eagerness I felt toward this complete stranger. And though his influence on me was a little spooky, I couldn’t help but listen in.


  The guy on the other side of him spoke up, “Hey, Nick. Name’s Steve. Steve Preacher. My roommate plays ball, so I know who you are . . .” his words trailed off. Steve then cleared his throat. “Good to finally meet you.” He continued, louder, “Hey guys, I’m Steve. Steve Preacher.”


  Before I looked over, a picture entered my mind: A bushel of bright red hair and large jutting eyes that looked like they were going to fall out of their sockets at any moment.


  Stiffly, I glanced past the hat. There he was. Steve, the redheaded fellow I saw in my mind. Hmm, I must’ve also noticed him when I first walked in, I told myself.


  



  “But you know that’s not true, right?” Dr. Adams asked as he leaned against Heather’s hospital bed. “You understand why your friends looked so familiar to you, don’t you? It’s because you’d met them when you went to college, in real life, the first time around. You remembered as you were remembering. Get it?”


  “No. I mean, yeah. Sort of. It makes sense now why everything felt like a big déjà vu to me.”


  “Yes. And you have to keep thinking that way. In order to decide what is real and what isn’t, you need to start making these types of connections. Okay, good,” he said. “Go on, then. And, please, as you continue, keep sharing all the details. The more comprehensive you are with your story, even if the descriptions and conversations seem irrelevant, the better your mind will sort this out.”


  “Okay.”


  



  


  We were still in history class that first day of school, and the group naturally began to assemble in a huddled fashion toward the center of the row, toward me. I found myself squirming. From one end to the other: redheaded Steve Preacher, The Hat, then me, and then Stacey Sampson, and finally Liz Song, consecutively.


  Because I was still updating my brain to their names, I was grateful Liz addressed the redhead first with an easy and cheerful, “Hi, Steve.”


  Stacey’s voice then screeched a greetingit annoyed me that it annoyed me.


  Then it was my turn. I waffled for a moment and then cleared my throat. “I”


  But just as I did, Stacey interjected, “So when do we want to meet?” She might have denied it had I called her out, but she and I both knew she’d cut me off on purpose.


  With my mouth half open, I quickly looked over my shoulder for nothing in particular, breathing through my nose in a quick in and out as if to clear away the humiliation. Huh! Stick to first impressions, I told myself.


  But the redheaded guy replied fast, too fast to dwell on my rejection. “Mondays are good with me. I don’t work on Mondays.” I focused on him to absolve my discomfort.


  Liz spoke with enthusiasm, “Mondays are good with me . . . earlier than later . . . if possible.” She then peered toward me, smiling. The gesture instantly took the sting out of my heart and I smiled back.


  Stacey piped in, “I have class ’til two, and so I can’t meet until after that. Is two good for you, Nick?” She bent her head around me.


  I blew off the snub, bracing for his response.


  He took his time to answer and I wondered if he’d answer at all. When he did finally answer, I was hoping for a response that lent to normal, but once again, like moving music his voice swirled in my ears, sending chills up my spine. How did he do that? His voice was spellbinding. “That works,” was what he said. I was fighting to recover, when all of a sudden his low voice spoke again. “Heather?”


  His tone was mocking, as if I was a nuisance to him. And yet, my body went limp, like butter in the sun. The appeal, however sarcastic, entered every nook and cranny in my heart. I couldn’t keep my eyes away any longer and my head spun toward him. But he was looking down again, his face shadowed by a tattered brim. Exposed was a masculine jawline that seemed hard and unyielding, and stubborn brown waves barely poking out the sides of his hat.


  The group waited for my response and I was about to give one. But The Hat suddenly lifted and his eyes met mine. I was mesmerized, like a deer in the headlights.


  “Well?” Stacey huffed.


  I pried my eyes away, blinking to break the trance and untying my tongue.


  “Yeah,” my voice fractured, “that works.” When my brain unscrambled, I almost smacked myself for mimicking his reply, but I didn’t because I could tell he was still gazing at me.


  Thankfully, Steve spoke upthe obvious ringleaderreclaiming my attention and giving my eyes somewhere to look. “Okay then, Mondays. I think we should meet once before that since our project brainstorm is due next Monday. Does today at two work for everyone?” Steve’s big eyes looked square at me.


  I nodded wordlessly.


  He continued, “In the library there’s a snack room on the second floor, there are tables and chairs”


  Liz lifted her head, “I know where that is!”


  Stacey cut in, “I don’t have your number, Nick.”


  Everyone began exchanging numbers, which afforded me a recovering exhale moment. My head was jumbled with self-doubt, sweet smiles, crimson tangles, and a voice hot enough to set off a fire alarm. My focus continued to pull to him, in vain; either his face was covered or he’d look up and I’d look down.


  “What’s your number?” Steve motioned toward me, drawing my attention.


  But I was so busy trying to grasp my emotions, the newness, and the speed of it all, that I blurted out another thoughtless response. “I don’t have one.”


  All four heads curved my way in unison; well, almost. Stacey’s was first and The Hat’s was last.


  “You don’t have a cell phone?” Stacey announced so the room was up-to-date.


  “No,” I affirmed, aiming to sound confident. Then I added, “But we’re meeting on Mondays. If something changes you can let me know in class.” Though secretly mortified, I was also proud of my sensible self. And that seemed to appease them, as each looked away slowly, again Stacey first, The Hat last.


  The rest of the hour our teacher, Mr. Rowland gave us project ideas. Though the group’s attentions never returned solely to me, I could not stop trembling inside. The redhead, Steve, asked me a few questions but that wasn’t why. Stacey whispered to The Hat a few times while leaning behind me, but that wasn’t it either. It was simply my mind’s non-stop replaying of his voice. It made me feel soft and breakable, and however hard I tried, I couldn’t concentrate on anything else. So I gave up. I would get some fresh air directly after class and clear my head of the nonsense.


  When the bell rang I tore out of class as fast as my feet would carry me, anxious to breathe outdoors.


  Thankfully, the outside common area was nothing but spectacular under the late morning sun. Rolling emerald knolls, dense highlighted bushes, golden rays of light filtering through shade trees, students lying on the spacious green carpet and bathing in the warmthall of it too inviting to pass up.


  I found my own little corner of sanctuary under a large shade tree and relaxed cross-legged.


  The point was: I survived, however distressing the previous hour. The fact was: I was different, a fool could tell that much. The truth was: I didn’t fit in. But somehow I knew I had never fit in, even before. And the realization was . . . depressing.


  Even so, I laughed at myself for acting silly in class. Allowing a guy in a baseball hat to have control over me? What, with his intoxicating speech? Come on Heather, I scolded. It was just a guy in a hat with a pleasant voice . . . and large warm hands. The heat of the moment. I wouldn’t fall for that one again. In fact, I promised myself I’d be perfectly normal with him when we met at study group that afternoon.


  After that was settled I stretched out my legs and propped on my elbows, lifting my face to the sunbeams as the brightness shined through my eyelids and soothed my uncertainties. Soon I relaxed my arms and reclined fully. It was the most peaceful I’d felt since I could remember. Peaceful, indeed. My eyelids rested, my breathing deepened, and then I drifted into blackness.


  Chapter 3


  I woke with a headache. Not exactly a headache, more like an achy head. I had been dreaming of an ocean. The cooling ocean water was coursing through my body, the strobing lighthouse called out from the foggy cliff’s edge, piercing my eyes. I was wrapped safely in his arms, and we were whispering to each other . . .


  I roused from the nap to loud conversations and a student-packed lawn, a warm cuisine smell permeating the area. Sleepily, I watched the girl next to me munch on buttered popcorn. But it was the large clock tower that captured my attention enough to free myself from the dream. Three minutes till noonCreative Writing. Hopefully, enforcement of the tardy rules hadn’t kicked in yet. I jumped up from my nap before my body was at the awake stage.


  For a few minutes I was still with the white lighthouse . . . the cool waves . . . enjoying how affectionately he held me . . . how safe I felt in his arms. He was the object in the dream most difficult to leave. And while I tried to preserve that sensation that occurs after the most vivid dreamsthe one that promises it’s all too real not to bethe dream was gone.


  Massaging my eyes firmly to rouse my brain, I fast walked across campus while looking for the fenced field described by the old lady from the administration building, Vindra Perkins.


  The hot-time . . . no, the . . . oh no, what’s that called, the season where it’s hot all the time? I shut my eyes tightly as my palms pressed against my eye sockets. My brain felt tired. But with concentrated effort, I finally let my mind relax and search itself slowly.


  The . . . the . . . SUMMER! Summer. Yes, the summer. It was a beautiful summer day.


  At length the sports fields came into view, tapping at more current memories. My chest gradually began to pulse. “I like to run,” I whispered to myself, suddenly remembering this. And then a small explosion of joy erupted inside me. Slowing near the chain fence, I cupped my hands through the links and gripped tightly. A jovial, competitive smirk took over my face. My imagination took me gliding around the oval track with a deep breath of azure sky. Filled with fresh excitement, I swiftly let go, dashed for class, and happily coached: Relax. Be yourself this time!


  The Creative Writing building was small, as Vindra Perkins had mentioned. Actually, it was more like a trailer than anything. I opened the door and frolicked into class, expecting similar chaos as my previous History class. But instead, the sardine-packed room was an empty quiet and all eyes fell on me.


  My breathing suddenly grew thunderously loud in my ears.


  The room was narrow, with one long rectangular table occupying most of the space, similar in style to a company boardroom. Roughly six or seven chairs rested on either side of the table with two sets of chairs at each table end. Efficient as my legs would work, they took me to one of the last two open spots. I rested my book bag on the table and slid into a seat, feeling a sense of satisfaction that my actions were in line with the norm.


  I could tell I was going to enjoy Creative Writing. Vindra Perkins said the class was a student favorite for those who fancied creativity. The first half of a two-semester course, this class appeared small and personal, and tamer than History. In fact, it was so silent that I held my breath . . . until finally out of the silence the door jiggled.


  In came a thin-faced, salt-and-pepper-haired man with a matching beard and about graduating out of middle-aged status. Because he was the professor, I couldn’t help but gawk at his white t-shirt, faded jeans, and flip-flops. A brown braided leather necklace and a thin, silver laptop finished him off.


  He paused before sitting, meeting each of us singly with wandering eyes, a large grin radiating his face. “Hello,” he said, his voice fluctuating from high to low. “I’m Jerry.” He released his laptop, casually stole a seat, flipped it around backwards and sat on the chair with spread legs, resting his forearms on the seatback with his hands folded. Keeping an even grin, he continued, “And you can call me Jerry.”


  The group chuckled.


  Did I know him? I searched my narrow memory and decided not.


  “This is Creative Writing,” he went on with an eager twinkle in his eye. “But you’ll find we’ll be sharing much more than prose in this class.” His active eyes continued to survey the room. “So let’s not waste it. We’ll go around the table and introduce ourselves, starting with you” His hands pointed to his left, “and we’ll move clockwise.”


  “Okay?” said the startled student next to him. “I’m Eduardo.”


  “Oh, excuse me, Eduardo,” Teacher Jerry interrupted. “Please everyone, tell us where you’re from and something you enjoy so we can get to know you.”


  I began rehearsing how I’d present myself. My brain became slightly scattered, unable to navigate between listening to my classmates and racking itself for the little town Vindra Perkins mentioned.


  “I’m from Mexico,” Eduardo disclosed. “And I like to play futbol, or soccer as you call it here.” A few students in the class chuckled. I giggled once, just happy for the chance to let a giggle loose.


  “Excellent!” Teacher Jerry excited. “Glad to have international representation. Anyone else from another country?”


  I laughed inside. Who knows?


  As if he’d heard my thoughts, Teacher Jerry’s eyes flicked my way, locking with mine. The magic fatherly sparkles in his eyes reflected knowledge beyond what they should, as if he knew my circumstance and admired my courage. My eyebrows wrinkled inward. I pulled my eyes back quickly, focusing on the tabletop and hoping he didn’t see the insecurity in my face. But within a minute, I felt certain I was imagining things.


  “Yes?” the professor acknowledged the lady to my left who was raising her hand.


  “I’m from Australia.” She paused as if waiting for the class’s attention. “My name is Mayra.”


  Teacher Jerry’s face lit up. “That’s awesome! The land down under! Do you eat vegemite?”


  “Of course,” was Mayra’s response.


  My attention was compelled to her. Something about Mayra seemed off, maybe because she was much older than the rest of the class.


  Teacher Jerry clapped his hands. “Will you bring some next class for us to taste?”


  She nodded solidly.


  I studied her, reflecting on my peculiar feelings toward her, wondering how I could be so small-minded as to judge a complete stranger.


  “What do you do for fun, Mayra?”


  She paused in contemplation and then smirked. “Eat vegemite.” That got a rise out of the class.


  The introductions continued along one long side of the table, around the end, and back up my side. The fellow to my right finished his introduction, and then it was my turn.


  “I’m Heather Robbins.” I smiled, forcing all the muscles in my body to relax.


  “And how are you, Heather?” Teacher Jerry asked warmly.


  With my intellect busy in an attempt to steer clear of my past, an automatic response surfaced. “I’m alive.”


  The class fell muter than mute.


  Fine. It’s “I’m fine”.


  “NoI mean, I meant to say . . . I’m fine.”


  Well, we’re glad you’re fine and we’re also glad you’re alive.”


  I tried to laugh, but only one little “huh” came out. To wrap it up before I made a fool of myself for the second time, I quickly said what I’d rehearsed. “I’m from a small town . . . Nevada City, Missouri and I enjoy imaginative writing.” Then I bent my head down to let him know I was through.


  “What area of fiction grabs you? Fantasy? Romantic? Science?”


  I glanced back at him, “I don’t know exactly.”


  “You’re in the right class, then. We’re glad you’re here.” By the way Teacher Jerry’s eyes took on a more serious bend, I knew he knew something he shouldn’t knowhe couldn’t know. I was deep in my thoughts, wondering if it were possible for someone to sense amnesia, and how I


  Someone cleared his throat. My attention drew to the sound.


  “Nick Richards.” The mild, deep voice swirled through the room, singeing my ears before the words even processed. My body became instantly rigid.


  The introductions had passed over Mayra, the Australian Lady sitting by me, and landed on the person sitting by her. Could it be? Was it really The Hat? But I knew the answer because the hairs on my skin were at full attention and my heartbeat spiked.


  “ . . . from California . . . ”


  My mind jumbled with his monologue. His voice was so hypnotically clear that it was lost to my ears. “ . . . guitar . . . ” was the only word I picked up from his next sentence.


  “How long have you been playing?” asked Teacher Jerry.


  “Don’t play anymore.”


  “Acoustic or electric?”


  “Acoustic.”


  One more person finished the introductions. A boy? A girl? I had no idea. Because his voice was still burning in my head . . . guitar . . . accccccoustic . . .


  Things were at last falling into place; I was finally feeling somewhat normalexcept for my “I’m alive” comment, which I’d written off as a minor slip until I realized The Hat heard me say it. Why couldn’t he just disappear? He was ruining my entire first day! Moreover, his power over me was abnormal, freakish even. And, come on, both classes? Wasn’t I the luckiest girl in the world.


  Teacher Jerry made a comment about coming next class prepared to share something, but I caught only part of what he said, “Mayra, your vegemite, Jeff, your juggling, and Nick, a guitar piece perhaps? It doesn’t have to be an original, just play a song . . . presentations three minutes max,” because I was still festering inside.


  After class I felt the urge again to make a quick exit and hide under a rock, or anywhere he wasn’t, but the room was too small to edge my way out. So I sat and waited, twisting Creed’s ring around my finger and cramming my heels into a chair leg, hoping he’d leave instead. Of course, when I approached the door, who else would be right there?


  My darting eyes caught that he was definitely not of hobbit stature, and his shoulders seemed thick, or broad. I didn’t dare look at him, and instead, tried really hard to turn away. But his presence was so forceful and vital that the sheer nearness of him sent another shock through me.


  Mistakenly on my end, our eyes suddenly converged. Under the hat, his eyes looked dark, smoldering, and his face seemed rigid, but I couldn’t discern between his bone structure and the shadows. My fleeting, frightened eyes held to the ground as I passed him. My hands went moist and my heart thumped loudly. Say something, a brave me told myself. The whirlwind of thoughts in my head settled on a quick and quiet “hi”though the word never made it to my mouthand then I dashed out of the building.


  Underneath the summer sun I fast walked to Penny (my car’s official name now), unsure of myself and my fears. My hesitancies, whatever the source, settled my resolve that I wouldn’t be attending study group at two; I couldn’t deal with him again so soon. And picturing ice-cold Stacey made my stomach turntoo much to handle all in one day. I needed to go back to my apartment, relax, and sort out my mind.


  The ten-minute drive home down the sunny, tree-lined streets adorned with vintage style buildings went fast. Though I tried to keep my considerations focused on myself, I couldn’t help but relive the events of the day that had to do with him. I rolled down the rigid window so the hot gusts would return my reason, but instead they had the opposite effect, reminding me of his warm touch and my tingly reaction. And his voice . . . when he said my name in class . . .


  And that hat! I wanted to pull it off and find out what was hiding underneath, what he really looked like, though I wouldn’t dare! He was way too scary, curiously scary, and yet exciting, frightfully exciting, like a well-scripted horror movie.


  As I drove Penny home, the wind swirled through my hair and I began to daydream. I imagined his hat blowing off in the wind, revealing his face. But instead of a face, only dark, radiant eyes. It had me frustrated for two reasons. First, I couldn’t picture him, and second, I was fantasizing over a complete stranger! Whom I had only known for a day!


  The culminating question came like little schizophrenic lightning bolts creating a thunderstorm in my head: What was wrong with me?


  Deep in my thoughts, I missed the turn to my apartment building. After a u-turn and a few chastising words to myself, I pulled into my parking stall, promising myself that all this fantasizingespecially over himwould end as soon as I stepped foot in my apartment!


  But that sneaky little mind of mine squeezed out the thought: Thank goodness for two sets of stairs.


  



  *******


  



  I dreamt of the ocean all night long again. The same someone was with me, and we were talking and holding each other, and he was warm, and it all felt wonderful. The vivid glow of the lighthouse, the cool waves coursing through my veins, the dream’s force seemed to call to me. But I couldn’t discern if the dream was really a dream or some sort of misplaced memoryone of the two, maybe both. Either way, it was intense.


  I decided there was something special about that seashore scene, and it was my duty to figure out its significance.


  The following morning was a Thursday, and it woke me to its niceness. My Tuesday-Thursday class, Track and Field, quickly became my favorite since I didn’t do anything dumb. I met a nice and talkative guy, Damian, dark black skin, tight short hair, and about my height, who kept up with me on the jogging track. In fact, I ran with him the entire hour, proudly beating him in a final lap sprint.


  And the jogging seemed to clear and cleanse my mind. In fact, I felt so vibrant and alive while in full stride that I almost forgot to keep to my rules.


  After a short but rousing conversation on the drawbacks of craving danger (especially the tall, dark, hat-wearing kind), Damian invited me to a party at his house scheduled for the following Tuesday night, describing it as a summer semester kickoff bash. Though I accepted his invitation, I had no intention of going. I was afraid I would do something crazy, like combust if someone touched me or transform into an ice cube during a conversation.


  After class I went to the library to find a book on poetry for my Creative Writing presentation. I found a huge book of poems, almost too large and heavy to carry. But I figured the more to choose from, the better. I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of reciting a poem in front of the whole class, even if the words were right in front of methough really, how hard could it be to read a few lines from a book? However, the thought of all eyes on meone pair especiallywas frightening, taking into consideration my expanding portfolio of blunders. And the smallest mistake could be my ruin.


  On the contrary, I wanted my presentation to be perfect. I prayed it would be. And I determined to practice all night until it was perfect. The presentation was, to me, my chance to introduce my true self to my peers, my chance to do something right, and, in a way, an opportunity to redeem myself to those who thought I was a weirdo. Fine, the one who thought I was weirdo.


  After leaving the library, I drove to the store to buy a box of Frosted Flakesthe little orange tiger from the commercial had rung in my ear “They’re GGGGReat!” all morning long, and I was dying to know if he was right. But if I’d known how my harmless grocery outing would turn out, I would have reconsidered.


  During checkout, something began to feel wrong, like someone was watching me, studying me. It was an exposed, naked feeling, as if I was standing in the middle of the store in my underwear, wanting very much to hide behind the cash register. And the checkout scanner, beeping out as each item crossed, became abnormally rhythmic. But there was also another sound in my head: a familiar voice. I couldn’t place it, and I couldn’t understand what he was saying. His words kept cutting out, as if he were speaking through a phone with bad reception.


  Anxiously, I scanned the store, first the checkout clerk, then the person behind me, the check out lanes, the exit door . . . by the door . . . Beep! Beep! Beep! The beeping sped up in pounding thuds.


  That was the first time I saw him. A familiar face. A grave face. Alarm swept through my body. Before I could shout, like a candle in the wind, he was gone.


  I hurried through checkout and ran outside.


  “Creed!” I screamed, dropping my bags and dashing through the parking lot. “Creed!”


  My eyes rummaged through the lot, desperate to find the golden puff of hair. I scurried around a car, stooping to look for anything blonde and fluffy. My legs dashed toward the exit lane, clumsily maneuvering around two cars. Loud honks rang in my ears. To avoid another car I jumped back, heavy, but kept running. The front car exiting the lot had a blonde driver! I sprinted wearily to catch up. I knocked on the top of the car like a maniac, running along its side as it accelerated forward, until it finally stopped . . . a lady was at the wheel. I scoured the lot in vain, cupping my trembling hands to ward off the sun. A black car almost ran me over, honking noisily. I fumbled onto the sidewalk, breathless, weak, as a sustained honk faded down the street.


  My breath fluxed violently as I continued to weaken. Impossible. I could have sworn it was him . . . I heard him . . . then I saw him . . . someone, someone who looked exactly like a somber and serious Creed . . . This wasn’t right . . . I had to be wrong . . . Why would he leave? And how could he disappear that fast . . .


  By the impossible phenomenon at hand, one my mind couldn’t handle, I was certain I was insane, and more certain I was about to black out, or fall comatose, or drop dead.


  A dark weight began to gather around me. It slowly crept into the crevices and sinews of my mind, overshadowing my thoughts. Not a self-induced gloom, rather the type of darkness that lives and breathes and rises from the ground like a black cloud. The presence of this Grim Reaper was so daunting, the only word that fit the moment was “run”. But I was too weak. My head began to haze with fear as the beeping grew pale and faint.


  Yet the darkness strengthened, binding me and filling my bones with paralyzing despair. I collapsed against a wall, moments passing without a single sound and no letup, agonizing with the feelings of giving in to a gloomy end of everything, my life, my dreams, my future . . .


  Stay calm, Heather. Keep the beeping strong like Mom told you. Fight it!


  Within a matter of moments the feeling began to subside. As fast as it came, it was leaving. It felt much like passing through a tunnel: first the open light, then the darkness, and finally the light again.


  Releasing a heavy breath, I attempted to collect myself, thankful to be out of the tunnel and back in the brightness, and feeling no traces of the scary feeling that had bound me. In fact, it was so completely gone, I wondered if it really happened at all. Had I imagined it? Either I was coming down with a harsh case of the flu or I was entirely paranoid. Whichever, I felt relieved the darkness was gone, and dually relieved to feel a reinforced strength and conviction, and just a little silly at the importance I placed on a mother’s random words from a dream.


  Later that night I lay in my bed reading the huge book of poetry until late in the evening, unlike the previous night when I sat on my deck and watched the glimmering little holes in the floor of heaven twinkle in the black sky till the rising sun stole it all away. Absolutely, I was a night person. Though I enjoyed the energy of morning, the spice of daytime, and the sense of accomplishment that came with evening, there was nothing that pumped me more than the dark blue vigor of nighttime.


  After wading through dozens of poems, I finally decided on one with reference to opportunity costs. It was a simple poem, witty and to the point. It was a miracle I chose a poem at all since Creed’s face, wearing that serious look, would not exit my mind. I reasoned it my imagination, that he couldn’t possibly morph in and out of a store.


  As I practiced my poem late into the evening, I thought about the gift I’d receivedthe opportunity to move out on my own, go to college, and experience such independence and freedom. But I knew, as the poem reminded, that nothing, especially something as wonderful as freedom, comes without a price. I wondered what my miracle would cost in the end.


  



  *******


  



  On the drive to school Friday morning I made only one commitment to myself: steer clear of The Hat.


  I was early to History class and opened the bulky poetry book to practice my presentation and, more importantly, make my eyes seem busy. But I was keenly aware when the chair beside my left leg jiggled. He cleared his throat with an air of strength and vitality that made my spine shiver, and I found myself clinging to my book.


  Okay, so-what if something so slight as his grunt rouses my heartbeat! I will not let him affect me today!


  I buried my face in the book and forced my hands to relax. After a moment, I stole a glance at the worn white and black baseball hat imagined in my mind the past two hot-time . . . no . . . summer days, and my hands retightened. Big mistake. My eyes registered him far more thoroughly than my memories did. Being near him put thinking about him to shame.


  Poor Mr. Rowland had already dropped two items (a book and his bottled water) in the two minutes he stood at the head of the class. By his direction, all of usexcept for The Hat who seemed to be ignoring both the direction and his groupwere arranging to collaborate on our group projects. Steve with all his messy red hair, petite almond-eyed Liz, and myselfstill aiming to refocus from the gruntall began readjusting our chairs when stinky Stacey walked in, griping about something.


  “So, where were you on Wednesday?” she grumbled.


  I paid attention only when Liz’s face alerted me to do so.


  Oh, the study group.


  Looking toward Stacey, I tried to keep from retreating at the sight of her darkly outlined eyes. “I wasn’t feeling well, so I went home.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” Stacey replied. “But if you’re planning on not feeling well again, you might want to let one of us know so we’re not waiting for you.” She snatched her chair and forced it against mine, in between The Hat and me. I backed up to make room, so politely no one would know she had set me off.


  “Were you sick?” a pleasant voice asked. Her kind, thin eyes melted my anger.


  “I just had a long day. I’m alivI’m fine.” But I wasn’t fine. My mind was disturbed by the opposing attitudes of Stacey and Liz. I wondered how two human beings so similar in so many waysage, sex, situationcould be so utterly opposite.


  If truth be told, I also wondered what The Hat was thinking. Did he think I was a flake? Or the type of girl who always complained of bad health? And since The Hat remained unsocial, I could only speculate. But within a moment I determined not to care what he thought of me.


  With our chairs fashioned in a circle (around The Hat’s because he didn’t move his), Steve sat directly across from me and joined in the conversation.


  “That’s good because you don’t wanna miss out on the party next Tuesday at Damian Bradshaw’s. You’ve probably heard of him; he’s a runner, took the silver medal in the Junior Olympics last summer.” He nodded excitedly but no one shared his enthusiasm, well, except Liz whose face seemed quite interested. “Anyway, we grew up together in St. Louis; he’s my buddy from high school.” Smugly this time, he nodded once more. “Damian and I, we’re great friends, hang out quite a bit.”


  The Hat, casually sprawled in a chair with his thighs spread wide and scribbling something on a pad of paper, tilted his brim-covered face toward Steve as if something Steve mentioned detained his interest. This was odd since The Hat never purposely acknowledged anyone or anything. In fact, my two-day impression was that he wanted nothing to do with the world and the world wanted nothing in return. And yet, at the same time, his masculine dominance couldn’t help but make an impression.


  Steve continued, “Anyway, he said I could invite anyone and so you’re all invited.”


  Before Steve finished, The Hat was already looking back down and had resumed writing. I couldn’t figure out what so obviously grabbed his attention and I found myself wrinkling my nose in frustration.


  But my thoughts took a startlingly quick turn, bending straight to my friend, Damian. The guy I ran with in track class, the one I beat in a race, the guy who invited me to his Tuesday night party, was this same DamianDamian Bradshaw? And he was some sort of track star? My mind replayed my arrogant teasing after I beat him in a race. “Hey slowpoke, maybe you’ll be able to keep up with me next time.” Stupid! Stupid! With the awareness, I hid my face in my hands, reliving my foolish, competitive words and the facial expressions attached to them.


  But my reaction to Steve’s invitation wasn’t the only odd one.


  When Steve asked The Hat if he wanted to gomy eyes peeking through my fingers to watch the rare exchangeThe Hat didn’t respond at first, as if he hadn’t heard the invitation. Steve looked as vulnerable as a newborn kitty and it tugged at my heartstrings. Finally, The Hat gave a slight glance across his shoulder and said to Steve, “Are you talking to me?”


  “Um, yeah”


  “Don’t.” And he returned his focus to his work.


  You jerk! I suddenly shouted in my hot head. My mouth very nearly unleashed, if not for the bite in The Hat’s voice that warned me away like the growl of a lion, staying my nippy temperalready nippier than normal since Stacey had activated it.


  After a few minutes of silent air, my adrenalin slackened and I no longer felt the wrenching need to hit something. Instead, however, I very much needed to knock out of my mind an upsetting idea. It was an unacceptable response, but genuine nonetheless: The Hat’s rotten attitude had intrigued me.


  Stacey immediately informed the group she had a date that night, and then went on about the plans for the all-inclusive evening.


  Liz imparted a cute little spunk-and-spirit outburst at the idea of a party. It made me want to laugh, even through my current agitation. Of course Steve was elated with Liz’s enthusiasm and told her he would pick her up for the event.


  Then Steve asked me where I lived. Though I told him the name of the apartment complex, I had no intention of carpooling. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to go; the thought of being with a large group of peers in a disorganized setting where anything could happen sounded incredible. On the other hand, I felt dumb going into Damian’s home with my newfound knowledge. And besides, I had some rules to follow. It would be pretty challenging to go to a party and not get close to anyone or talk about my past.


  “We’ll come pick you up,” Steve insisted. Liz supported with quick little nods of agreement.


  Just as I was about to answer, I was almost certain that The Hat, who was leaning back in his chair still writing somethingwhich I decided was a letter to his truant officerslowed his fingers as if waiting to hear my response. I hesitated, stitching my eyebrows. By the way he slighted Steve, he wouldn’t be attending the party if his life depended on it.


  In any case, I opted out. “Thanks,” I told Steve with an edge of regret, “but I think I’ll pass.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Maybe next time.”


  When the party subject ended, the conversation turned academic. Steve, the established spokesman of the group, began ranting about different movies we’d watch throughout the semester and started talking about one called A Man For All Seasons. Liz must’ve noticed my confusion because she leaned in and whispered, “Our project? Historical influences on movies through the years. We’re going to watch some of the Academy Award winners, from 1959 on.”


  I lifted my head in an “Ahhh” fashion.


  Next, Stacey passed out a movie-viewing schedule for the semester. The first viewing would be at study group next Monday.


  From that point, class passed quickly. My mind stayed busy considering all the possible reasons The Hat could have slowed his pencil at the moment I was to respond to Steve’s party invitation. After rehashing it in my mind, at last I deemed it my hopeful imagination.


  I tried never to look toward him; in fact, I had yet to really see him at all. But every time he made the smallest sounds my insides fluttered. The fact was, I was hooked to his voice; there was no getting around it. I decided right then and there I would have to accept it and move on. After all, I could deal with an attraction to a voice; certainly that wasn’t against any rule.


  After class I headed straight for the cafeteria. While eating lunch I practiced my Creative Writing presentation poem over and over and over, for an hour and a half to be precise. I had it down perfectly: my inflections, my facial expressions, and my body language. I felt completely confident that I’d blend right in. Apprehensive regardless and wanting to be early to class, I quickly took a final bite of my half eaten ham sandwich and threw the rest away. Then I grabbed my book bag, with the mammoth poem book in tow, and hurried to class.


  The walk must’ve taken longer than expected because when I entered class almost all the seats were occupied, including the teacher’s. One of the two seats at the nearest table end was vacant and, of course, occupying the other one was none other than . . .


  After almost making an about-face, I reluctantly made my way to the open seat, looking anywhere but at him. I sensed he was staring at me, and I knew exactly what he was thinking, “Perfect. Here comes the weird girl. Can I ever get away from her?”


  I slid into the chair, placing the poem book on the table and my olive book bag on the floor so as not to monopolize our space. At the opposite table-end Teacher Jerry leisurely talked, gabbing and laughing with the students nearest to him. I wished desperately to join in the lightheartedness. But there I was, twiddling my thumbs in all my awkwardness next to The Hat.


  As I surveyed the class I noticed many of the students glancing in my direction. After glimpsing down to ensure sandwich mustard hadn’t slopped on my shirt, I realized they were looking at himthe talkative girl who was sitting at the other end of the table, two girlsobvious acquaintancessitting together and busily whispering to each other as they perused in our direction, even the Australian lady was ogling.


  I told myself, They must feel the same way I do: drawn to him. And then my torso suddenly inclined away.


  At that very moment Teacher Jerry looked my way. “Heather, right?”


  Like a mute idiot, I responded by not responding. But I knew I had to do something and so my head finally nodded.


  “Will you share your presentation with us? Start us off today?”


  It took several moments to translate his words. Everyone’s attention was on me and every pair of eyes seemed to suck more brain juice from my head.


  Again, I vacantly nodded, and moved my arms under the large . . . book. I made a quick mental note that word loss crept in when I was nervous, and then I stood, forcing my mind to fire up. When at last it sparked, I shoved my seat out with the back of my weakened knees and subsequently ordered myself to “break a leg”not exactly the wisest choice of internal phrases.


  Because just as the saying rung in my brain, my chair leg snagged on the carpet. Fortunately, I kept my wits about me and reached my hand back to prod the chair. But he was already moving it for me. I glanced at him quickly, not really looking, and then looked away, notifying myself that if I blew it this time I would be fired from the career of “fitting in” for good!


  Regrouping adequately, and with poise, I opened the book amid the silent class and began flipping through the full-size pages until the bookmark was revealed.


  Don’t get flustered, Heather. Just read the poem like you practiced. Right. Easy enough.


  But for no good reason other than being flustered, I went to grab the bookmark while balancing the book in one arm. The entire book began to slide from my grasp. I clutched the bulky book into my side. But just as fast, he caught one end.


  While attempting to control my fumbling hands, my fingers touched his.


  ZAP!


  I jerked away, stunned at the shock his fingers gave mine, my wide, accusing eyes glaring into his. But because the book slid further, I looked away and saw to the book, replacing my tingly hand far from his.


  I went to say something, but to my amazement my throat was swollen closed. I managed a tense whisper into the table, “I’ve got it.” you . . . hat! But when I tried to tug it away, my hand slipped again.


  He was standing now, a head taller than I, broad shouldered, and easily holding the book with one strapping arm. My goodness, he is . . . he is . . . Did he just whisper something to me? Much too close to my ear?


  His deep voice purred in my head. “Settle down.” In my flustered frozenness I struggled to make sense of his over-confident words as they slid along my brain and down my spine like hot oil.


  I grudgingly surrendered the book to him, wiggling away the heat. As I stared down at the large letters written on the page, all I could think of was how incompetent he must consider me. How klutzy and inane. I could almost see those dark eyes rolling about at the ham-fisted girl. My preoccupied mind couldn’t translate the words on the page and nothing would form on my tongue. It felt like minutes were ticking away. In desperation I turned to the last place I would have had my mind been functioning. I turned to him. His face was tilted down toward mine, the brim shading most of it. The only feature dimly showing was the outline of his mouth.


  Instantly the words came, effortlessly, as if they were my own. But not the words in the book, different words, words from far away, words from my childhood? Swallowing hard, I looked square into the book as if reading from its pages:


  Love is stronger than death


  Even though it can’t stop death from happening


  But no matter how hard death tries


  It can’t separate people from love


  It can’t take away our memories either


  In the end . . . (I breathed deep) . . . love is stronger than death


  With the last word or maybe slightly before, I buckled in my seat, upon which the classminus himclapped. Instead, he had moved the book closer as if to examine it.


  “Yes!” Teacher Jerry exclaimed. “What a way to start class.”


  On the verge of a breakdown, I held to the eyes of the silver-haired professor. I felt like some illiterate, crazy, alien girl, and really, I was probably two-thirds right. After moments of slicing my insides with the serrated blade of failure, I saw the book finally close and then lean toward me. Careful not to look at or touch him, I grabbed the book with two widely spread hands after which he sat down beside me.


  There was no way I would cry however painful the defeat; I was too resilient for that. On the contrary, I felt like punching something.


  Teacher Jerry continued, “Beautifully expressed, Heather. Well done.”


  I managed a short, “Thank you,” which would have to do for both of them.


  My memories told me I’d never been a wicked person; I considered myself fairly virtuous. But in a desperate attempt to ease my temper, I urgently hoped he’d botch his presentation. However, to my frustration, he hadn’t brought his guitar. Teacher Jerry said he’d bring one from the music department next class for anyone who wanted to use it. Life is so unfair!


  And The Hat was staring at me again.


  This time, out of utter fury, I turned daggers on him. Our eyes connected. But I was still unable to see his face clearly since my rage disconnected my eyes from the rest of me. Even still, I registered a hand rubbing a chin, and a smile, one that didn’t reach his eyes. I was close to speaking, to find out what his arrogance wanted, but his overall disinterest threw me off and I ended up turning my head.


  Foul creature.


  The next presentation started but I paid no mind; I was too busy replaying mine. My plan for perfection had failed horribly and he had to bail me out! Sick to my stomach, I wanted to hide under more than a rock this time; I wanted a mountain. But halfway through the presentations and not soon enough, class ended and I ran to the parking lot, hiding in Penny instead.


  As I sped down the sun swept streets toward home, I thought how vehemently I hated missed opportunities, I hated how I felt, and I hated him!


  And yet, I was well aware that hate generally didn’t make a person’s throat swell.


  Chapter 4


  I was standing on the misty ocean shoreline, dark-gray clouds overhead, the salty moist air filling my lungs and weighing my body securely to the ground. There was a lighthouse on a vast cliff in the distance; the beam of light blinded as it flashed in my eyes. And he was there . . .


  Saturday morning I cleared the ocean dream out of my mind with a walk to the apartment office to pay rent. The strangest phenomenon occurred. The instant it came into viewthe back corner of my old, square apartment building walled with red brick and crumbled, patchy grout, the faded wood balconies, the surrounding shade trees, and the rectangular wooden ‘OFFICE’ sign above the white crackly painted door, a flash of events suddenly surfaced in my mind:


  I’m behind the counter in a little office . . . the phone is ringing off the hook . . . I’m filling out rental receipts for tenants . . .


  I couldn’t tell if it was a flash back or flash forward, but it was a powerful impression; the sights and sounds were practically pushing me over. Anxious to see if the inside looked like the small room I saw in my mind, I pushed on the wooden door.


  The little room was jam-packed. A small but staunch elderly man behind the counter was completely frazzled, trying to handle the crowd. He requested that someone find another set of receipts in a file cabinet against the wall, and since I was the closest, by default I owned the task. When I brought the pad forward, he coughed a few times and then in a drawly accent advised me to fill one out. One thing led to another and before I knew it I had a seat behind the counter assisting him with his tenants. It was exactly the picture that came when first walking toward the apartments: me in a small office writing out rental receipts and the phone ringing off the hook.


  Already, I’d determined the little dejavus in my head were a bit too removed from the actual event to be considered normal. But who was I to say what was normal? In any case, since I didn’t believe in psychics, I figured a rational explanation would soon come to mind.


  When the rush slowed, I asked the old man about the lone three by five portrait tacked to the cluttered wall.


  “That’s a beautiful picture,” I commented.


  He was filing some papers in the cabinets on the wall, engaged in a small coughing attack.


  When it was over, I went on. “Who took it?”


  His hands stopped filing, his back still towards me. He said in a quiet voice, “Me.”


  “Where were you?” I fingered the picture. “Do you mind?” A grudging expression crossed the profile of his face, but because there was a hint of meekness in the tilt of his head, I unpinned it and brought it closer for examination. The picture was mostly bright blue with a thin, gold horizon in the distance. Though the ocean shoreline looked nothing like the one in my dream, the back of my neck prickled. “I’ve always wanted to visit the ocean.”


  He turned his face to look at me, but bashfully stopped short. “My daughter lives in Florida. I visit her and my grandson every year. On the fourth of July. Isn’t so busy in the office then.”


  “Do you ever visit her in the winter? I bet Florida would be beautiful in Decembergray skies, dark clouds.” I was unconsciously describing the weather in my dream.


  But he drew me from my musings when he said, “Once a year, always on the fourth.”


  I nodded, disappointed for no logical reason.


  Two hours and a new job later I walked out of the office. I would work every day for Bob the Boss from three-thirty to six, get my housing for free, and get paid for overtime work.


  



  *******


  



  Monday morning I woke from my ocean dream realizing I had overslept. To complicate matters I couldn’t get Penny to start. I thought it too nervy to miss another study group, so in the late afternoon I walked the half hour to school and readied myself to tackle it.


  I found the study group room on the second floor of the library, pushed on the glass door, and walked into a cramped space, trying to suppress a ridiculous case of nerves. Without windows or lights, the room was dim, lit by big glowing vending machines lining the walls. A countertop stretched along the rear wall, home to a coffee machine, a microwave, and a sink.


  A half-hour early, I relaxed my book bag atop one of three round wood grained laminate tabletops, sat down on a matching chair, and then cross my hands and lay my head down. I used the moment to daydream. Lately I loved inventing scenarios and plugging in characters. I wasn’t sure if this was a new habit or one I’d had my whole life; I suspected the latter. Though I would never admit aloud, not even to myself, as of late the character was just one, wearing a stupid white and black baseball hat.


  As my mind played, it also told me to let him alone. Wise of me to avoid a person who could hypnotize me with one word, who lived with a restraining order on the human race, who acted as if no one was allowed within walking distance without being offended somehow, or maybe even roughed up a little. So what was it then? Was it the challenge in him? That voice? His overpowering masculine presence?


  I was startled out of my reverie by the sound of the glass door. My heart skipped a beat but in the next moment returned steady. I watched an unfamiliar fellow saunter to the back wall, dispense a styrofoam cup, and push the cup against the water lever on the coffee machine. But nothing dispensed. He tried againdry.


  All of a sudden, a low, booming voice ricocheted off the back wall, bouncing around the room and into my ears. “True, at times her heartbeat is off the charts. But there’s too much internal damage to her brain stem. In my medical opinion, she is completely broken. I don’t believe she can be fixed.”


  Shocked, I turned toward the fellow. “Excuse me?”


  His voice calmed, re-regulating itself to its surroundings. “The machine’s broken,” he said off the side of his shoulder. He strolled to the sink, filled the cup with tap water, and walked out of the room.


  After shaking the madness out of my head, I searched for a more stable brain exercise than daydreaming. With twenty-five minutes to spare and in desperate need of a change of focus, the broken machine became a welcome challenge.


  I made my way to the machine and began to fiddle with it. A solid ten minutes passed and I was thoroughly engaged, stopping only once to get a pen cap so I could pry off a small piece inside the contraption. Even so, my wandering thoughts continued to plague me.


  I like a good challenge. I like fixing things. And darn it, I like the thought of being with him again. What would he say? He never butted into conversations that didn’t involve him, and even ones that did. He did help me when I almost dropped my book in class, though. Probably laughed his head off the whole way home.


  And why do I keep thinking about him? I don’t like him! I don’t even know him.


  After dismantling the exterior panels, I was finally to the wires. Certain the culprit was a loose one, I carefully checked each connection.


  Would he be rude? Would he be in a bad mood? Did his moods change a lot? Maybe I could ask him what we did in classa safe question.


  Or, I could simply watch him doodle on paper like he always does . . . No, rewind. This is my story. First I would watch him take off that ridiculous hat of his, and then I would


  The door opened. My pulse gave a dangerously hard thump. If it was him, and somehow I knew it was, once again he seemed too real in real life to feel the same comfort while dreaming of him. I kept my head in the machine, pretending I hadn’t heard the door. For no sound reason since I arrived first, I felt like an intruder. That restraining order feeling surfaced again.


  My head remained inside the machine, following each plastic-covered wire to look for splices, and striving to think only of mechanics. In conjunction with the sounds in the room, my mind saw him put his laptop on the table, pull out a chair, and settle in.


  Over the next few minutes of dismantling the entire machine, I debated whether or not to say something. I should ask him about class, I told myself. Would he even respond? In any case, why was it that when I actually had a decent topic to address, I couldn’t get my mouth to work? Heck, I was too timid to even look his way.


  My subsequent thought was even more discouraging. Had I missed his guitar presentation in Creative Writing this morning?


  With a frustrated yank, I pulled on a piece inside the machine, jerking the contraption back and knocking half the pieces onto the floor with a loud clattering crash.


  A chuckle came from my left.


  “What are you laughing at?” suddenly exploded out of my mouth. And my eyes found him.


  His eyes remained on his computer screen, but his response seemed just as impulsive though somehow still casual. “You mean who?” he muttered.


  As if it were the natural next step in the process of the unplanned exchange, I turned up my nose, stuck my shoulders back, and began picking up all the merciless pieces. My hands were shaking with a mixture of energy and agitation.


  In my mind, the scattered parts were little shreds of my dignity. But in actuality they were shards of my temper that I was forcing back into place.


  After a while, with a hint of color in his voice, he asked, “Need some help?”


  “Thanks,” I said, striving to be the bigger person and ignore his underlying sarcasm. “But no thanks.”


  I sensed his patronizing gaze and it enflamed me too much to recognize we were actually conversing. But soon, he returned to his work.


  Memories from my past spontaneously emerged. Not actual events or specific encounters, but feelings associated with those momentscurtailed anger, strength of mind, determination to leave my frustrations behind me, and a developed sense of indifference toward rude people.


  It took only a minute to de-clutter and reorganize the pieces, as well as my emotions, and soon I was back to fixing, and back to feeling more vulnerable than mad.


  Stacey arrived shortly thereafter, doused in rose perfume. “Hi, Nick!” she whined eagerly.


  I watched his eyes pull away from the computer for a short second.


  “Hi, Stacey.”


  I hid back in the machine, bothered by them equally. I questioned whether his voice sent warm fuzzies underneath her skinas well as a multitude of other girlsthe way it did mine, but it was a question to which I already knew the answer.


  While Stacey was configuring her laptop, Steve and Liz walked in together. The group was all there in full force: The Hat, Stacey, Steve, and Liz. Liz asked what I was doing, so I told her, which immediately drew brash cackles from both Stacey and Steve.


  I pulled my head out and followed Steve’s large laughing eyes to the various plastic pieces strewn across the counter. Then I raised an eyebrow at him, staying his laugh.


  “Was it broken?” he finally asked as if unable to resist.


  I simply nodded.


  “Now it’s demolished!”


  The room filled with Steve and Stacey’s laughter. Even Liz giggled. Evidently The Hat’s quota of merriment was spent for the day.


  “Haha,” I mimicked superficially. But I put my head back in the machine with even more conviction and aggressively tightened two loose screws with my fingernail.


  These were my acquaintances, my friends: Stacey, Miss “Hi, Nick” Sampson now putting the DVD into the computer was an evil friend, but still a friend. Steve, who was already telling one of his embellished stories to the group, was an entertaining friend. Petite, honest-eyed, anxious-for-some-fun Liz was a friend I could trust. And then there was him, with that blatant disregard, staring into the computer . . . (Fixing my gaze on his profile, I lost my train of thought). Well, let’s just say I still had that peculiar hatred toward him. But still, I considered them my only band of friends. A band that was all independent of each other and yet compelled to gel together as one. And though we were all diverse, I began to see that diversity gave beauty to life.


  With my thoughts toying with qualities and my hands tinkering with quantities, I hadn’t caught the first part of Steve’s story, which was progressively upsetting Stacey. Curious, I tuned in.


  “Okay, here’s another one,” Steve jabbered on. “Two blondes were in a parking lot trying to unlock the door of their red Corvette with a coat hanger.”


  “Steve!” Stacey was furious.


  “Last one,” he promised. “They tried and tried to get the door open, but they couldn't. The blond with the coat hanger stopped for a moment to catch her breath, and her friend said anxiously, ‘Hurry up! It's starting to rain and the top is down’."


  Steve began to laugh hysterically at himself. I vaguely remembered there was humor to blonde jokes but I couldn’t exactly recall why. The mental lapse was perhaps due to fact that Steve’s joke caused an unexpected wave of nervousness to suddenly hit me. Still, I laughed at Steve’s self-absorbed pleasure, wondering why he chose the joke in the first place. But his excessive response was expected. And so was The Hat’s, who was mildly shaking his head with his eyes still glued to his laptop screen. Amusingly, Liz was also giggling into her hand. But it was Stacey’s crusted lip and furious eyes that drew my attention. I was glad the story had nothing to do with me; I couldn’t precisely remember the common sense of it, and because of that, I wouldn’t be able to defend myself. On top of that, my body remained tense, as if it knew a series of ugly events was about to unfold.


  “Righto,” Steve said excitedly, sitting on the tabletop and adjusting his backside to gear up, “One more”


  But Stacey cut him off. “Why don’t you tell a joke about brunettes,” she chided in a saucy voice.


  Suddenly my hands stopped working.


  Brunette . . . brunette . . . you!


  Everything went silent, like someone had pressed the mute button to the room. With unvarying excitement, Steve said to Stacey, “You’ll love this one, I promise.”


  I felt disturbingly confined, as if my arms and legs were fastened to the countertop.


  “How come brunettes know so many blonde jokes?” Steve’s eyes skimmed in my direction.


  No one responded vocally, but Stacey’s lips curved into an odd satisfaction of a smile.


  “Because,” Steve went on, “they stay home on Friday nights making them up while all the blondes are out on dates.”


  As Steve laughed contently, Stacey’s brimming eyes flickered my way.


  Though my mind was jumbled with hair color, I knew I’d been directly targeted and effectively slammed.


  Irritated that I’d been put on the spot without provoking anything, and having recently justified their friendships in my mind, I unwillingly surrendered to the criticism.


  Even Liz looked in my direction expecting a response. I stared back, with no intention of speaking. What could I say?


  I had to say something. Easily, I had no one else to stand up for me.


  What finally compelled me to do so was when The Hat looked up, gnawing the inside skin of his lower lip and glancing at me as if he’d just been informed of the silence. Something that would have made me sound ridiculous was on the verge of my tongue . . .


  “If you’re going to tell a joke you should make sure it’s not a stupid one,” his voice spoke.


  No one responded. You could have heard a pin drop. Everyone was too stunned that The Hat had actually voiced his opinion. To my relief, Steve had been silenced too, though he seemed more miffed than the circumstance warranted. In any case, he wouldn’t dare counter The Hat. By the way Steve acted toward him, Steve felt the restraining order thing too.


  The remaining silence was broken when I went back to work with an energy fueled by an odd mix of humiliation and excitement, rattling the pieces inside the machine. Yet the sound didn’t seem to break the barriers forming from the contrasting sentiments in the room, and the air remained tense.


  “Are we going to watch a movie or keep clanking pieces of plastic?” said Stacey, ruder than a burp.


  As the movie played I continued to work until I secured the pieces back together, my hands laboring brainlessly as I rummaged through my feelings. Ultimately, he didn’t seem to care what was implied about me, so why should I? He even stuck up for me. Then why did I still feel enormously offended?


  At last, the machine was reassembled. I punched a cup to the lever, filled it full of cold water, and recovered my self-worth through my success. In my zippy imagination I poured the water over Stacey’s head, which was more gratifying than actually doing it.


  Everyone was sitting at the table now, huddled around watching the movie. Stacey on one end, then Steve, then Liz, and finally The Hat on the other endhis laptop sharing with him something I couldn’t decipher. I wondered why he bothered showing up for study group when he never paid attention.


  At length I persuaded myself to stop attempting to figure him out, grabbed a chair from another table, and planted myself behind and in the middle of Steve and Stacey to get a clear view of the screen. I took another sip of the cool water, thinking about my accomplishment, thinking about how some laughs were downright irritating, thinking about what The Hat could be thinking about, and thinking not to think so much.


  My thoughts tried to pay attention to the movie but my adrenalin was still on overdrive. And the hostility in the movie only compounded my mood.


  Luckily, the battle between the soldiers and Indians finally stopped and the next scene in the movie caught my interest. All the characters were asleep in a large tent. Then a man and a woman lying next to each other began to touch lips . . . kiss. The closeness, the physicality, the privacy of the gesture was intrusive to watch. Interfering with their personal intimacyeven within a movieseemed wrong. And since I was certain I’d never been kissed that way before, the scene was strange for me, too much. I wanted to put my head down to settle my heartbeat, but instead I continued to observe, intrigued by their surge of physical affection and wondering why my insides were simmering.


  When the man and woman began to wrestle on the floor, I’d had enough. “Oh wow!” came flying out of my mouth as I turned my head away, focusing on the sidewall. I’d forgotten where I wasquickly recalling that movies always did that to meuntil I realized all heads were turned my way.


  “Oh, sorry.”


  Stacey began laughing openly. Even so, I began to chuckle along, willing to own up to my silly interruption.


  Everything would have been fine had Stacey kept her thoughts to herself. But she hadn’t.


  She turned and said to me, “Let me guess. Your mom forgot to teach you about the birds and the bees?”


  As soon as the word “mom” smacked into my psyche, the water from my cup splashed into Stacey’s face with more force than a backhand. My nails dug into styrofoam and my frame shot up, straight away shaking.


  When the muscles in Stacey’s face finally slackened, she began gasping and panting as if she were drowning. But the murderous expression on my face kept her from standing.


  At some point, after I began to see through the haze of crimson, my bags and my body left her sitting there, and fled the room.


  “You” I heard her screech, the door closing on what must have been a curse.


  At last I made it outdoors, my thoughts in such mayhem I couldn’t decide whether to hold in or let out the unwelcome tears that threatened. Apparently, an adolescent in a teenage body on the brink of womanhood was a bad combination, especially without a good friend or sounding board in anyone. Only one person came to mind.


  Mom.


  Funny, that Stacey’s jibe should nail it right on the head.


  



  *******


  



  When Track and Field class ended Tuesday I changed rather quickly. I made it a point to be the first one out of the locker room, freeing me from potential conversation, or in other words, an opportunity to mess up. I’d done fairly well save a few regrettable moments, drenching Stacey’s face for one. I’d almost had another while jogging with Damian. He was late coming to class, and joined me the last fifteen minutes.


  “Are you coming to the party tonight?” he began the conversation.


  “I’m not sure.”


  I failed to finish the sentence with, “I’m not sure . . . how to tell you that there’s no way I’m coming.”


  It was too soon. And besides, what was the point of attending a party when I had no friends? With that thought, I suddenly missed Creed. But even his imaginative company was off-limitsI didn’t want to have another Grim Reaper scare again, ever.


  “Let loose,” he prodded. “Have some fun. I wanna introduce you to my roommate anyway.”


  “Isn’t this fun?” I picked up my pace as if to excite the moment with a race, then slowed back down after a united laugh. “I’d rather be running than meeting new people any day. Wouldn’t you?”


  “I’d rather be running than doing anything,” he confessed.


  Of course you would, my Olympic-athlete friend, I wanted to say. But instead I went with, “See, here’s my little party for the day. Why do I need another?”


  As we jogged side by side he began an assessing stare that instantly put me in defensive mode.


  “You’ve never been to a real party,” he decided.


  “What? Yes I have!” I retorted. “I have! It’s just that I don’t want to break my rulesum, no, my, uh” My legs suddenly twisted and I almost biffed it.


  I squealed as Damian caught my arm, preventing my knees from scraping the rubber track. “Don’t nose dive,” he admonished. “It hurtstrust me.”


  My lengthy strides eventually caught my feet back up with the rest of me and I managed to fall back in motion with him.


  After I stopped laughing, I commenced with a cover-up story. “I have to wake up super early tomorrow and I’m not a morning person. If I stay out late, I definitely won’t be able to wake up.”


  “Why do you have to wake up super early tomorrow?”


  “Uh, to practice jogging on two legs?”


  We laughed together.


  “Okay, fine,” I said at last. “I won’t know anyone at your dumb party. I’ll sit there all alone the whole time.”


  The assessing eye showed up again, but a different type of assessing, one that didn’t put me on the defensive. Instead, it made me feel significant.


  “You’re pretty cute when you’re vulnerable,” he said.


  A light backhand landed on his shoulder.


  “Okay, vulnerable isn’t the right word.” He rubbed his shoulder to tease me, then thought on my comment. “You know me. Right? I’ll be there. And I don’t think you have to worry about being alone. Trust me.”


  But I did worry about being alone. And I worried about not being alone. I worried about saying something silly to someone; there were so many wrong things to say.


  And I worried about getting to my apartment after class before I said something else incriminating.


  When I left class, my worries didn’t end. When I was almost to the fork in the hallway, someone yelled after me, “Heather, wait up.”


  I turned my head nervously, unstopping, and watched Steve’s golf ball eyes jogging toward me. “Oh, hey, Steve.”


  “I’m glad I ran into you. Dang you walk fast,” he breathed out as we walked together. “You know,” he smirked, “you don’t have my cell number.”


  I nodded once, unsure where the conversation was headed.


  “So, I was thinking, you might as well agree to let me pick you up for the party tonight, cuz if you decide to go, you won’t be able to get a hold of me.”


  The party.


  “That’s true.” I played along, smirking back. “Give me your number. If I decide to go, I’ll find a phone and call you.”


  “Super. Hey listen, what’s your apartment number?”


  I laughed, suddenly feeling carefree, and happy about it.


  He thought for a moment. “I’d give you my number but then I’d have to kill you.” My eyes struck with surprise. “Unless you say you’ll go, of course.”


  I laughed through a solid exhale, holding on to lightheartedness.


  At first my mind debated. But with all the breeziness at the forefront I began coaching myself, and it’s all over when that happens. It’s not like you won’t know anyone. And Liz will be there. It will be amazing watching everyone interact in such a casual atmosphere. Just remember to keep an arm’s distance from everyone and don’t talk too much, and then you’ll be fine.


  “Okay, I’ll go,” I decidedthe same time it came out. But a trouble light activated in my mind, which I ignored.


  “Great!” he said, a little over-enthused. I gave him my address and after he departed I remained rooted to my spot, troubled, till the last faint smudge of red hair faded down the hallway.


  


  Chapter 5


  Time seemed to have a healing effectsleep, too. When I woke from my nap I felt rejuvenated, and much less worried about the dangers a party might present. I checked the timehalf an hour till I was off to Damian’s house with Steve and Liz.


  I changed into the only fashionable top in my closeta thin, cream-colored, fitted sweaterand I traded my flip-flops for my brown boots. I kept my jeans on since I could only change into another pair of jeans. And to finish off, I re-smoothed my usual ponytail.


  Still relatively relaxed, I glanced out my front window toward the parking lot; darkness had settled in. It would be a warm, sober night.


  But when I stepped outside I was surprised to feel a slight chill in the air.


  On the way to the party I was shocked and satisfied by my composure. Liz, in the front seat, was giddy with questions about what type of party it would be and Steve was, well, Stevetalking a mile a minute about who he’d know, how he was a smooth dancer, and what his party goals were, “a little music, a little dancing, a little mixing and mingling,” while all the while making these odd little dance movements with his arms and shoulders. I remained mute but smiling in the backseat, thinking Steve was as wacky as they came and envisioning the scene he had created in my mind.


  “Hey, one rule for the night,” Steve carried on. “Don’t give Heather a drink if you want your face to stay dry.”


  Three contrasting sounds erupted at once: Steve’s yelp of laughter, Liz’s giggle, and my moan. Why couldn’t we all just forget about the water incident?


  “Way to go, girl,” Liz piped in. “Stacey deserved more than a splash of water in her face. I’m glad you did it.”


  While consumed in my reflections, perhaps stuck there as a defense against the resting butterflies on the edges of my tummy, somehow the conversation turned to The Hat. I heard Liz make a comment that ended with “Nick Richards” and my attention immediately sharpened.


  “Yeah,” began Steve’s response, “He was an awesome athlete in high school. Lettered in three sports. Recruited by the top collegiate baseball teams in the country. Could have gone anywhere. He came here, and he’s not even playing ball. Go figure.”


  Liz responded without a thought, “It’s cuz the girls are smokin-hot here in St. Louis.” And then she and I chuckled together, though mine wasn’t without a hitch.


  “Let’s consider that. Last year he could have gotten any chick on campus. Word is, he rejected ’em all. Didn’t give a single girl the time of day. What’s he thinkin?”


  “Maybe he already has a girlfriend,” she speculated.


  His girlfriend must be attracted to the egotistical type, I silently added as I stroked Steve’s sheepskin seat cover with the back of my fingers. Then my thoughts put it together. Nick and Stacey? He wasn’t coming to the party . . . she had a date . . . he was her date.


  “Yeah, you’re probably right. I bet he has a girlfriend,” Steve heartily agreed.


  “Anyway, he’s gorgeous. Don’t you think, Heather?” Liz shifted toward me, her face not quite making it to mine, thank goodness.


  The question made my face flush. In fact, the entire conversation brought on such an uncomfortable reaction that I suddenly wanted the car to turn around and take me home. It was absurd, but the visual of that stupid hat smack dab in the front of my head woke the thousand baby butterflies in my stomach from their nap, flapping my inner layers raw. The feeling finally persuaded me to be grateful a certain someone wouldn’t be in attendance tonight.


  Clearly both of them were waiting for me to speak.


  “He’s . . . ” I searched for a response, but none of the surfacing adjectives covered my buffet of feelings tied to him.


  “There it is,” Steve interrupted, pointing toward an old, dark house with light trim, nestled in a tight cul-de-sac.


  A small group was scattered around the porch, their frames outlined by a creamy shaft of light emerging from the open front door. As soon as I hopped out of the car, I could hear the party music, and the flock of butterflies in my stomach began dancing along.


  As we walked toward the house together, Liz kindly shared her lip-gloss with me. I absentmindedly used some as I studied the crowd, wondering on all the unknown possibilities the night had in store. I made a quick mental note to ask Liz where I could buy the lip-gloss and then my mentality stopped taking notes because we were fast approaching the lights.


  The next thing I knew, I was being hurled through a throng of people in a room that smelled like stale fruit juice and was filled with dimly lit faces. At once I grabbed hold of the welcome observation that foolish words and actions would be overlooked in such a large gathering. Appreciatively, Liz kept a hold of my hand and led me to the kitchen area where the mob turned thin. Over the music, she yelled something inaudible and disappeared into the crowd.


  Continuously backing out of people’s way, I soon found myself in the corner of the kitchen with my arms tightly folded. Though not the most visually friendly location, the cozy corner was the perfect spot to discreetly observe. Indeed, I would happily stay put the entire evening and take it all in.


  Gathered around the large, oval kitchen table was a large group playing a dice game. The entrance was jam-packed with people hugging, hollering, and hitting their fists together. Waiting for breaks in the congestion, I gazed across the room into the large living area, home to a dark couch, some chairs, and a massive bean bag, all in front of a TV and all occupied by at least one person, in some cases two or three. And almost everyone was holding a clear bottle with amber colored liquid. Music and laughter and conversation blared throughout the house. I didn’t think I had ever experienced such rowdiness, and I wondered, not only because of all the hugging and bumping and awkward contact, why I began feeling anxious again.


  “Hey, girl!” a male voice yelled from my side.


  I shifted my head, relieved to see the vibrant smile. “Damian,” I hollered back.


  “I wondered if you’d come.”


  I framed my face with my hands as if to say, “Here I am!”


  He grabbed my hand and motioned with his head for me to follow. I instinctively pulled my sleeve down as he led me into the crowd. I grimaced at leaving my corner; however, by the way he tugged I had no choice.


  He leaned his head toward my ear and screamed above the ruckus, “I want to introduce you to my roommate!”


  I nodded heartily to let him know I’d heard, and left the conversation there. Even if I wanted to chat there was no way to communicate above the noise. I clung to his hand though, using it as an excuse for bumping into people. No one seemed to mind. In fact, I felt like I was in a video gameevery time I’d bump, they’d automatically shift. And with each bump, I became increasingly self-confident.


  His roommate, huh? Well, if he had a fraction of Damian’s friendliness I would gladly accept the company. A social harbor was just what I needed. Perhaps I could spend the entire evening conversing with Roommate, comfortable and safe.


  We proceeded toward a small group huddled against a wall with their full attention commanded by a tall, hefty, sizeable fellow, with light brown, receding hair and a chubby face.


  “Hey, Meat,” Damian yelled, pulling me inward. “This is Heather. She’s new here!” Then Damian yelled in my face, “This is my roommate, Meat.”


  Encouraged by Damian’s cheeriness, my lips lifted and I extended my hand. But Damian’s roommate just stared, first at my hand and then at the rest of me.


  “So, do you like fat guys with no money?” Meat asked, and then his buddies hooted loudly.


  Not at all sure how to respond, I didn’t.


  Shockingly, the big guy tried once more, his voice resonating in his large chest. “It’s my birthday. How about a birthday kiss?” And then his lips puckered toward me.


  “Nice, dude,” Damian replied, shaking his head as his eyes found the ceiling. And then Damian grabbed my hand and led me away.


  As we pressed through the crowd he yelled in my ear again, (not as loud since the music had stopped), “Sorry about that. Meat’s from another world. Good guy once you get to know him.”


  For some strange reason I found Meat amusing; well, the surfacing, laid-back me found him amusing, not the uptight one. I actually began to giggle when I turned around and spotted Meat again. Damian chuckled along.


  I was still hopeful. I could always excuse myself for restroom purposes and then find the kitchen corner again. Or Liz.


  But Damian persisted to tow, apparently with something else in mind.


  So many new and unfamiliar people. Short brown hair with blonde highlights, long stark black hair, frail frames, heavy-set figures, animated faces, downright dry ones, and I couldn’t fix on just one as I wanted. It was more like a flood of color and animation flowing across my eyes like a fast-moving river. I decided a party wasn’t the most effective place to people-watch. Too much going on.


  “So, how was your first week?” he asked brightly as we slowly pushed through the crowd.


  My very first week, I mused to myself through a rough smile. “It’s a little different here than what I expected. But I like it.”


  I felt comfortable with Damian, almost as if I could tell him anything, everything. I would give up a body part to have a confidant. To tell them I keep having visions of the future, and big chunks of my past have been removed from my head, and my best friend’s ghost appeared to me in the grocery store. He’d think I was insane! I knew enough to know that was abnormal. Even in this wild, dancing world, a confession like that would not jive. But maybe someday, if I lasted long enough, I’d learn to trust someone . . . develop a confiding relationship . . . reveal everything about my unconventional life . . .


  Just then, at a standstill in the entryway crowd, I decided it would be safe to get a bit personal without getting too close. But I had to scream because the music was blasting again. “Hey! You didn’t tell me you were a track star!” I tried to act mad but a smirk surfaced instead.


  As he resumed tugging me through the crowd I caught a profile of his shiny white teeth glowing inside his lively, black face. “ . . . something . . . something . . . keep up with you. You’re too much.”


  I looked at him with squinted eyes and exaggerated my lips, “What? I can’t hear”


  But within a second his smirk turned scheming, so much so that any thought of prior conversation left me. He leaned into my ear and yelled, “My roommate’s checking you out.” My eyes followed his toward the opposite side of the living room, searching for the fat guy, Meat. But my eyes stopped on a recliner chair and the “someone” who was lounging on it.


  The guy was alone, watching a ballgame on TV and wearing dark sweats and a t-shirtnot the typical party attire. One foot was falling off the side of the footrest and a brown soda can was in his hand.


  My eyes made their way upward. Though I found myself staring at another unfamiliar face, I was taken back by a thrill of pleasure. In person I had never seen anyone so . . . good-looking. I wondered how I could have missed him when I panned the crowd earlier. His face definitely stood out. With each step closer, I took in more of him. His strong jawline gave him an intense look, but his lax manner was in stark contrast. His brown, attractively messy hair waved over his forehead, flirting with his eyelashes. His lips were . . . well, they were . . . closed at the moment. His dark eyebrows outlined crystal blue, penetrating eyes. I admired them as our eyes met.


  All of a sudden the awareness hit me like a baseball to the headthe familiarity of the eyes, the barely visible hair indentation where the hat once rested, the hardness tainting his face. I was too stunned to remember how to move.


  In contrast, excited pleasure wore on Damian’s face. “Heather, this is Nick.” With the pronouncement of his name, hot sparks crawled up and around my skull. “Nick, Heather. She’s the one I told you aboutthe little competitor who beat me in a race.” Damian hugged my shoulders, laughing, until he noticed my stone face.


  Confused by my response, or lack thereof, he surveyed Nick who was simply staring at the weird girl, like always, but this time without his hat. I kept my eyes on Nick, arrested by his sparkling stare and the full magnificence of his face, my heartbeat beginning to thunder like a storm in my ears. He, on the other hand, was so serene, so stuck-up, so in his element, that even in my stupor, my anger festered.


  And Damian’s presence was just what I needed to rally my feistiness. I would not let him affect me, not his blue eyes, not his unfairly gorgeous face, and definitely not his voice! At once, I pulled my dazed eyes away, stiffened my neck, and said, “It’s nice to meet you . . . Nick.” My arms and legs weakened as his name slid off my tongue, and I pulled the ends of my sweater over my hands in defense. He chuckled lightly, which made me fuming mad.


  “You two know each other?” Damian figured out, glancing between us.


  I stayed ahead of Nick, glowering at Damian. “We have two classes together.”


  “Really? Wow, small world!” Too small, I thought. But Damian seemed satisfied. “And you were worried you wouldn’t know anyone.” I gave him the evilest eye but he paid no mind. “Sit down then.” He motioned me to an empty, neighboring couch. “You two talk and I’ll get you a drink.”


  I could’ve killed him! But instead I violently amended him in my mind, It’s not a small world at all. Just a cruel, unlucky one.


  Bitterly, I sat with my arms knotted together and my sleeve ends forming a ball in my palms while I pretended to watch the TV. The red blazing in my head told mein a resentful growlthat his power over me wasn’t only at school. And this was the third time it had manifested itself in the form of fury.


  I glared toward him.


  Within a minute however, my expression without my permission turned curious. His face looked like the finest sculptor designed it. My goodness he was . . . handsome? No, handsome was the wrong word. A handsome guy had soft, subtle features. Save his lips, there was nothing soft about his looks. Still, no one could deny the fact that he was overwhelmingly attractive; my goodness, I could barely stand to look at him. No wonder he wears a hat, I thought to myself, to hide all of that!


  As I continued to take all of him in, his aura seemed to give off a certain resistance, almost as if he had an aversion to caring about anything. The clothes didn’t help; and why was he dressed so casual? He seemed to want nothing to do with the party. Not bothered by it, just uninterested, as if he’d be doing the exact same thing if eighty people weren’t in his house.


  I withdrew my examining eyes before they could get caught. Out of their corners, however, I could tell it was his turn to stare. I debated whether or not to acknowledge him, but before I could respond, two girls moved between us.


  “Nick!” one girl yelled as she planted herself on the couch arm between us, almost sitting on me. The second girlwith a face pretty enough to be his co-modelgallivanted past me and planted on the other side of Nick’s chair, completely goo-goo eyed. I couldn’t blame her, but I still did.


  A portion of his face remained in view, and for no good reason I was pleased he was paying more attention to the sports game than to them. He was polite but distant, briefly answering their questions as they jabbered on, giggling and teasing him.


  “I’ll get you a drink!” one of them exclaimed.


  “Thanks. I’m not thirsty,” he replied as only his voice could.


  When I was certain his eyes were on the TV I snuck away, anxious to be removed from the nauseating flirtation and even more anxious to be removed from HIM!


  Why, why, why? Why do I let him infuriate me? Why do I allow that rude, egotistical jerk even a fraction of control? Why is he so, so . . . ugh. He irks me to no end. Why is this stupid room so crowded!


  When I passed Damian on the way to the kitchen to seek some common sense in Liz, he handed me a bottle of the same liquid everyone else was drinking. After bringing it to my nose, I breathed in and then drew back in disgust.


  Something inside me warned, Don’t drink this stuff, Heather! Only deadbeats drink. And yet, among the chaos, the weight of my words didn’t hold. And the significance of the abstract memory began to drift away. A little sip couldn’t hurt.


  So I drank.


  But I could barely swallow the pungent, bitter fizz. I almost heaved and I was instantly regretful.


  Weaving through the human labyrinth, I finally located Liz, sitting at the kitchen table along with several others and waving to me with petite movements while scooting over to make room. I shared her chair, grateful for the company.


  Despite its nasty taste and a twinge of guilt, I continued to sip the rancid, golden liquideveryone else was, and it gave me something to doand soon my bottle was empty. And so was my head. I began to feel airy, as relaxed as Nick on his recliner.


  Without warning, I let out a disgusting bacteria-tasting burp. Luckily the room was too loud for anyone to hear, but anyone watching saw my head quiver in revulsion. “What is this?” I yelled to Liz as my swirling eyes attempted to read the label. But Liz just grabbed the empty bottle and handed me another.


  Like listening to a radio tuner, conversations went in and out and in and out again. I began laughing at people for no reason, but the futility made it more amusing. I don’t exactly know how, but at some point I joined in the game, chatting and chortling with others at the table. And by the time I finished my second bottle, I felt lax and limp.


  “Go, Heather!” a friendly guy hollered from across the table, sticking his thumb up.


  Grinning ear to ear, I clumsily copied with both thumbs, oblivious to what I was doing, and then chucked the dice that somehow made its way into my hand. A six. Everyone cheered. Then Liz rolledsix! Again, the crowd erupted, high fives slapping all over the place.


  “Roll for me, Heather,” a guy sitting by Liz exclaimed. I grabbed the dice and sluggishly tossed them; they spun almost as intensely as my dizzy head was spinning. Another six! By this time it appeared the entire party was huddled around the table. Someone, after handing me another bottle, passed me the dice yet again and I gave them to Liz. She tried to push them away but I placed them in the crease of her elbow joint, folded her arm over them and burst into laughter. To me it was the funniest thing that had ever been done on the face of the planet. She started cracking up too, and we laughed together uncontrollably. When she fell off the chair, I buckled over, laughing so hard my stomach hurt.


  “Liz! Liz!” the crowd chanted and I joined in, still too hysterical to say her full name.


  The final roll of the game. Liz stood upshe was so short it looked like she was still sitting, and that sent me into another bout of hystericsand then she released the dice. Everything was in slow motion: the rolling cube, the rooting crowd, and my reeling cranium. When the dice stopped, the crowd erupted one final time. Liz and I began jumping up and down, hugging. I had no idea how the dice landed and I couldn’t care less; I was in lala land. My world was spinning, sidesplitting laughter came, and I almost keeled over.


  I am invincible!


  All of a sudden in the middle of the carousing, a strong tug pulled me toward the opposite end of the house, toward Nick, and into my head lodged the most urgent desire to stand up to himan obvious product of my intoxicated, indestructible frame of mind.


  Who in the world does he think he is, sitting on his throne like he’s King? I thought to myself. I was going to find out! Time to put an end to this silent business. And why couldn’t I talk to him? Who was he? He was no one special. Okay, a tad gifted in the looks department.


  I gazed toward the TV but he was nowhere in sight. Had he left? The disappointment that sunk into my bones startled me.


  I ditched Liz without a word and stomped straight through the crowd, except I wasn’t moving very straight. As I passed Damian he handed me another bottle. “Thankth,” I slurred and took a drink, my eyes struggling to focus.


  Through the crowd I finally found him sitting exactly where he was earlier and still watching a sports game on TV. I took a renewed breath as I scanned the room around him. Without even trying, he dominated the area, eclipsing every other guy. How dare he, the selfish brute!


  At once my vision turned tunneled, focusing on him as everything in my periphery spun. Before I knew it, I plopped onto the sofa beside him and thumped my bottle on a side-table. The table lamp shorted out, so I jiggled the wire to fix it.


  I almost jumped off the couch when he began the conversation.


  “You like fixing things.”


  “Yeth,” I responded to his statement. “I used to take things apart just so I could put them back together.” I suddenly remembered this about my childhood. “Do you . . . like fixthing things?”


  I didn’t much care that he failed to respond since he glanced my way with a gorgeous, cock-eyed smirk that almost knocked me over. But too quickly he refocused on the TV.


  “I wouldn’t have pegged you as a big drinker,” he said after a while. At first I was upset he was giving me the same distant treatment he gave those other girls, but in the next instant my disappointment floated away.


  For some reason I wanted to burst out laughing. Astoundingly, I held it in and said, “Actually, this’s the first . . . I’ve ever tried this . . . stuff.” I was sure of that.


  His attention was recaptured with a little more interest. “You’ve never tried alcohol?”


  “Nope!” I stated with certainty, popping the ‘p’ sound. And somewhere in my head I popped me a high five for taking part in a normal conversation with The Hat; well, normal to my woozy mind anyway.


  “How many have you had?” he asked casually, still wearing a smirk.


  I lifted my hand and showed him with my fingers. “Three.” Then I began extending my pinky finger, my face twisting as I strained to bend it at the knuckle so it looked like I had half a finger. “And a half.”


  This time he chuckled, his sumptuous lips curling into a careless, attractive smile. How odd, I thought to myself, that making him grin would give me such a buzz of pleasure. Still, there was a detachment about him that even my alcohol-soaked brain picked up on.


  “About that poem,” I began, trying not to slur my words, “my poem . . . the one last week in class . . . ”


  I giggled when his face remained on the TV. So that’s how he wanted to play, huh? I could play too. But I decided I didn’t want to talk about the poem either. “Let’s talk about something else.” I knew I had to be careful not to say anything about my past, and yet my mind had already processed that “careful” and “drinking” did not go together. I couldn’t be sure if I was making sense since my mind was a tangled mess. But this was the most I had ever heard him talk, so I got mad at myself for setting limits on any subject matter and wondered if I’d lost my chance. In the end it really didn’t matter since the alcohol seemed to twist around my emotions.


  “It’s fine if you don’t feel like talking,” I told him. “I’d probably slip-up anyway, say something about my past . . . ” In an instant I swiftly brought my hands up to my lips to shut them. But my fingers smacked my right cheek instead, knocking my head back, and jump-starting my laughter. Was I making a fool of myself? I was almost certain of it. What sense I had left in me told me I’d better slow down. So I pushed myself up and collected what was left of the common sense in my head. “You look different . . . without your hat”


  But I was cut off by a familiar voice that echoed from across the room, “Heather!”


  “Stevo!” I answered when I zeroed in on red hair.


  He congratulated me for winning the dice game, and then asked if I wanted to take a walk outside for some fresh air. Could he not see that I could scarcely sit up straight, let alone walk? And besides, I was quite content right there.


  “Wait a minute, okay?” I garbled to Steve, who gave me a big-eyed stare. My head fell toward Nick and I asked in private, or I thought I was being private but I couldn’t assess my voice’s volume, “Can I stay right here and talk to you?”


  If I were more coherent I might have regretted the question; those were the types The Hat didn’t answer. But instead of feeling discarded, I watched him measure up Steve. Then I watched Steve avoid the scrutiny, squirming as if his shoes were two sizes too small.


  And then my mind processed the words, “Your decision.”


  His voice is so soothing, I thought to myself. And then, reflexively, I obeyed the force that compelled my face toward his. His sparkling eyes at once exploded into mine. Even in my sluggishness everything about him violently captured me.


  At some point I realized it was my turn to speak. I swooped my heavy head back to Steve, bending so low that my cheek almost hit my knee. I struggled to lift its weight. “I think I’m going to stay here and talk to him.”


  Steve must not have approved because he said something about having to leave soon and stormed away. And then I turned back toward Nick’s chuckle.


  But the continual back and forth left my stomach churning. “I don’t feel so well,” I grumbled, my head resting on the couch arm. I wasn’t sure if Nick responded since I couldn’t distinguish between him and all the other unbearable noises. My mind was in and out of coherency and my stomach felt queasy. Lunch’s popcorn and dinner’s nothing in my belly didn’t help matters. And I felt frustrated with my lack of control, wishing the buzzing sensation in my brain would stop.


  In the next moment I was hoisted up by a pair of warm hands. Though I wobbled all over the place, my body was leaning against something solid and hot, something that made my heartbeat accelerate. I imagined it to be Nick and smiled, inside at least.


  Nick’s voice: “Have you seen Steve?”


  A different voice: “Something, something.”


  Nick’s voice again. “Something about red hair.”


  “No dude, I haven’t seen him.” Damian’s voice?


  “I’m gonna take her home.” Nick’s voice. Or at least I thought it was, hoped it was. I couldn’t lift my head to make sure. But strong, hot hands were holding my body upit had to be.


  Then I heard Damian’s voice again. He said something about an “alchy” and I wondered if he referred to me, but my dragging mind couldn’t follow the rest of the conversation. It was frustrating, my inability to get appropriate control of myself, like being in a handicapped body with a handicapped brain, but being keenly aware of it.


  However, I didn’t mind for long because I was elated at the thought of him taking me home . . .


  Over the vehicle’s roar I wasn’t sure if I could have heard him even if he had been talking.


  Finally, I stumbled over a few words about the party and he responded how he usually didin silence. Damian was the next subject. And then by some random connection of my jumbled thoughts I turned the conversation personal.


  “Have you ever thought about what it would feel like to die? Not to die, but afterward, after the death part is over and all the black is gone and you’re awake again.”


  When he didn’t answer for the umpteenth time, I believe I said something about his silence and I think I also might have called him “Your Highness”. Or maybe I called him “King Kong”. Or maybe both which I think made him laugh, or at least smile.


  And then after a time and more verbalizations of my random thoughts, he must have finally gotten sick of listening to me.


  “My junior year of high school I went on a recruiting trip,” he began. “Supposed to stay a week and take a flight home, but decided to leave early. My older brother and his friend drove down to pick me up.”


  I sat as motionless as possible and willed myself to keep quiet, so as not to stop or slow him. It proved successful.


  “Wasn’t sure I’d made a smart decision, giving up baseball. Knew my father would . . . ”


  Silence. After some time I thought he was having second thoughts about talking. But eventually he went on.


  “We were on our way home. My brother said the beer would relax me, calm all of us.”


  When I looked over and saw a hazy façade I realized he was re-living a moment from his past.


  “I was in the backseat and Ben, my brother’s friend . . . he was driving when the oncoming car veered in our lane. Ben swerved . . . but he lost control.” His expression stayed blank save his eyebrows, which drew in as if he were watching a perplexing scene from a movie. “It was bad.”


  I was stunned by his face though, completely unemotional.


  “My brother was thrown from the car . . . They said he hit his head on a rock . . . He died instantly.”


  His expression remained distant for a while. But eventually he rubbed his hand over his chin and went on. “I’ve thought about death . . . whose fault . . . ”


  After a lengthened silence, his eyes ultimately glanced to mine and then returned to the road.


  My listless mind began asking disorganized questions of myself: Do I ever wonder if this is all my fault? Who’s in control? I certainly wasn’t in control of me at the moment. So who was?


  My questions turned audible. “Do you ever think about where he is and what he’s gooning, dooning . . . doing?”


  His look turned mildly amused.


  But after a while he turned serious and answered, “Mostly I think about what I’d do differently if I could turn back time. How the smallest decisions . . . ” His expression stayed casual save a tiny muscle that flexed in his jaw. A touchy subject because there was another long space of silence.


  I decided to finish his sentence. “How the smallest decisions can affect your forever. I, I know.”


  “Mmm.”


  “Lemme guess, you blame yourself.”


  His eyes shot toward mine but just as quickly relaxed again, returning to the road. “No. And don’t try to guess.”


  “Then it’s . . . your parents?”


  He remained quiet, causing me to wonder if he’d heard me or if I’d even asked the question at all.


  “I blame no one,” he finally said. “When you don’t have a conscience you don’t lay blame.”


  “I think . . . that if that were true, I mean, if you really didn’t have a conscience, you wouldn’t have taken me home tonight.”


  Out of nowhere, he began to laugh, summoning my eyebrows upward and completely altering the mood. The vehicle unexpectedly stopped, almost tumbling me off my seat. “Time for you to get out, my drunk little friend.”


  I wasn’t sure if I heard him correctly since my mind was still mostly in shambles. If he said what I thought he said, I was about to break in my boots with a long and lonely walk home.


  He opened his door, got out, and slammed it behind him, leaving me all alone in the vehicle.


  Abandoned, again. I remembered I was once accustomed to this feeling of abandonment. Then again, I didn’t think anyone could get truly accustomed to being abandoned. Being lonely, sure. But being abandoned was a type of rejection administered by another. So it was impossible to fix. And whether on accident or on purpose, it always felt the samehollow and miserable.


  The next thing I knew, my door was opening. My clumsy movements roused my brain enough to realize we were in the parking lot of my apartment complex.


  Being scooped up into solid masculine arms was, at the very least, dangerous, and I should have squirmed away. But instead I sunk into the large, heavenly embrace, knowing I’d be without it before long, knowing I’d be abandoned once again.


  “Are you going to, to . . . are you leaving?” I couldn’t stand the thought of it. He couldn’t leave me. I felt safe with him. Safer than I had ever felt, maybe in my life. I knew it was absurd, but if he left I felt I would never see him again, never feel that peace and security again. Never know the way such a sturdy, strong person like him made me feel.


  But he continued hauling me up the stairs, following my vague directions.


  “Are you?” I pestered. “Are you going to leave?”


  “That’s typical when you drop someone off.”


  “But what if something bad happens? What if . . . what if I don’t wake up . . . And then I won’t . . . What if I’m gone tomorrow? Then what?” I was panicking. What would I do? How would I manage?


  I knew I was being ridiculous. And I was vaguely aware of the shame I’d feel tomorrow when I was sober again. But I wasn’t sober. And I wasn’t sure if there would even be a tomorrow. And because of this I felt less accountable. And there was nothing to prevent me from spreading my worries on thick.


  “I think you should lay off the alcohol,” he advised.


  “Will you come back and check on me tomorrow?”


  But again, he said not a word, just carried me up the stairs cradled like a child.


  Giving in to the swaying coziness, I turned my head toward the firm wall of warm security and adjusted my body to his, sighing with pleasurable comfort.


  I was so near him that my nose took in a whiff of delicious male-scent, making it virtually impossible to unscramble the troubled, haywire thoughts in my forehead so I could say what needed to be said. Finally, with my lips inadvertently stuck to his shirt, I spoke. “Will you?”


  His response grumbled in my head.


  “Pl-please? What if I pass away tonight?”


  “You mean pass out. You’ve done that already . . . twice.”


  “No, I know what I’m saying. What if I die?”


  When he didn’t answer I asked again.


  “Alcohol doesn’t kill you,” he told me. “It makes you drunk.”


  But we both knew better.


  I lay in his arms trying to stay awake but losing the battle with my eyes. I couldn’t fall asleep. I wouldn’t! “No,” I felt myself repeat, over and over and over. I needed to feel safe again . . . find the ocean from my dreams . . . stay alive. But my eyes were too heavy and my mind was done in.


  My wits weren’t clear on time, but after a while of my drowsy mumbles and a few of his soothing whispers, I had no choice but to resign myself to slumber.


  As the last fleeting thoughts of consciousness faded into a sleepy abyss, I heard a deep, quiet voice in my ear, “Settle down . . . I’ll come.”


  I murmured as I curled into warm sheets, “Promisss?”


  His whispers floated alongside my drifting awareness, “I never make promises,” slowly fading into the shadows.


  And then everything went black.


  Chapter 6


  I woke from the ocean dream to a dark room and the familiar scratching of ragged yarn against my face. Three forty-five AM, read the garishly bright numbers of my alarm clock. I was too tired to recall how I got home, but I was still here and that’s what mattered. I rolled over, clutched my pillow, imagined his voice whispering in my ear, and fell back asleep.


  I woke again to the sound of knocking. Lethargic and tangled in my white sheets, I twisted around in search of the time. Ten fifty-five AM. My room was still dark but the light from the living room was brighter now.


  Thumping on the door a second time. My door? I couldn’t imagine who it would be. Maybe Liz? Wait, what day was it? But when the third knock came I raised my head and grumbled in a thrashed, morning voice, “Come in.” To sit up was not an option with my sloshy head and stomachache.


  When the door opened it let in a brilliant shaft of daylight that made my eyes squint. A tall, broad silhouette moved forward, blocking the brightness and creating odd shadows against the living room walls; definitely not Liz.


  The figure pushed the door shut, re-dimming the room. “You should start locking your door.” The voice was smooth and handsome and my stomach instantly switched from aching to knotting. The distinct picture in my head of a guy sitting on a recliner chair was clear, but all the other surrounding images from the previous night were a cluttered mess.


  “You alive?” he asked. And just as he did, last night’s events came rushing into my mind along with several uncomfortable questions. Was the party at his house? Oh wow, did I really pass out? Did he drive me home? At once, my hopes crumbled to the miserable fact that I was now, to him, a loser in every sense of the word. I thought about pretending I was dead, but sadly I had already spoken.


  “No,” I moaned in response to his question about me being alive. Mortified by the images in my mind, I didn’t want to face him. Then again, I didn’t particularly want him to leave either.


  He strolled toward my room as I supported myself on one elbow. Because of how the light formed behind him, gratefully I couldn’t make out his features. With all self-confidence completely abandoned at this point, it would be much easier to talk with a faceless figure as opposed to the delicious Grecian God from last night’s memory.


  He stopped at my doorway and leaned against the frame. “Rough night?” he asked, low and velvety.


  I reckoned I couldn’t avoid the inevitable and decided to handle it honestly. He didn’t seem the type to put up with hot air anyway. “You know, I can’t really remember most of it,” I admitted. My stomach began to ache so I collapsed back down, closed my eyes, and cried out a small moan. “Please remind me to never drink that . . . poison again!”


  He laughed softly, a mocking laugh, careless and yet careful at the same time, as if he knew he should care, but didn’t really. And then everything became quiet. I almost opened my eyes to see if he was still there but at last his warmth sunk into me once more. “You need to eat something. Make you feel better.”


  I wanted to tell him his voice alone was doing that, but as an alternative I responded like a normal person would. “Mmm, maybe if I could lift my head”


  I kept my eyes closed, trying to will away the hangover.


  When the silence lasted longer than before, I lifted, sluggishly, and squinted my eyes to a vacant doorway. I hadn’t heard the front door close but clearly he’d leftor I’d dreamt him up. Either way, I forgot to thank him for taking me home. Disappointment washed over me; how many chances would I spoil?


  But then I heard a door shut in the kitchen and my spirits swelled.


  “Frosted Flakes, Sprite, and four boxes of popcorn,” I heard him say.


  Yeah, that would probably seem a little abnormal to someone normal. “I like popcorn,” I blurted out. And then right away in my thoughts I smacked myself for saying it.


  He walked into my door-framed view. “What do you feel like?”


  The question felt real, but from what I knew of him, he wasn’t Mr. Nice-guy. Was I a thorn in his side? He was probably dreading every moment of this. Certainly, he would rather go on his way and forget I even existed. Anyway, I was too weary to consider all the angles. Plus, I couldn’t keep him standing there.


  I knew what I didn’t feel like. “Anything but popcorn.”


  When he opened the front door I caught a glimpse of his twisted lips. “Be back,” they uttered. And the door closed behind him.


  Be back. The warm, reassuring words dissolved in my sleepy body like aspirin, relieving my sickness. As I lay back gently with a light smile on my face, my mind hummed itself into slumber, he’s coming back . . . he’s coming . . . But then, somewhere in the registers of my dozing mind I made sense of the wordsHe’s coming back!


  I shot out of bed lightening fast, lightheaded, and with effort made my way to the bathroom mirror. I looked awful! My eyes were puffy, my hair was piled, my face was pale, and I still wore my puckered cream sweater. What were the chances of looking decent by the time he returned?


  Quickly I showered, put on pajama bottoms and a sweatshirt, brushed my teeth, combed my hair, and then gazed at myself in the mirror. It wasn’t like me to be self-absorbed, but when was the last time I’d been myself? Admittedly, I didn’t look like me at alllarge circles under my eyes and dark, sopping hair falling over my face. But I left my hair down this once, hoping it would cover the big pillow crease on my right cheek.


  “Am I presentable?” I asked the mirror, as if it would answer me. But I took its silence as certain rejection.


  Naturally, my mind began racing through uncertainties: I can’t face him. Not like this. Not right now. But why was I worrying? He probably wasn’t even coming back. And why should he? I was nothing to him. And he was nothing to me. And I had to keep it that way. For my protection and his. Mine, so I could keep to my rules. And his, because, well, because I was different.


  Just then I heard a knock at my door and my heart leapt out of my chest. With my long wet hair dampening my sweatshirt, I fidgeted toward the doortripping over the boots I didn’t recall taking off last nightand opened it. However, his face now in full view stunned me into reality. Nick, the rude, heartless, unspeaking hat guy, the cocky guy from class, the tall, broad, square jawed, messy haired, blue eyed, lip guy sitting in the recliner last night, was at my door. And he took me home last night. And he brought me lunch.


  For a moment I couldn’t speak; he was even more than I remembered. When he brought his shimmering sapphires to the floor and cleared his throat, I finally choked out some form of a sound and unblocked the doorway.


  Though I didn’t see it, I could picture that dazzling half smile on his face. “Feelin better?” he teased. Which really meant, You made the biggest fool of yourself last night, you’re lucky I took you home.


  As he walked into the kitchen, I closed the door and kept my back to him. I couldn’t face him. Yeah, maybe with the lights off, maybe half asleep, but not here, not like this, in full daylight and face to face.


  Luckily I began instructing myself. Heather, please, be yourself! If you must, keep your eyes off his face. And don’t be intimidated! Or at least don’t act intimidated. Pretend he’s related to you or something. Do whatever you have to, but don’t freeze up!


  And so, though I felt sick to my stomach and not from an excess of alcohol toxins, I reckoned the best measure was fly right in and address the inevitable, but not without a little sugar coating, of course.


  “About last night,” I began, trying to keep my voice steady but not quite managing, “ I . . . I want to clear something up.” I cleared the rasp out of my throat and gestured with one hand to help me explain while the other clung to the door handle behind me. “See, my evil twin kidnapped me, then tied me up and impersonated me at the party.”


  He continued searching for something in my empty cupboards but soon gave up. Casually, he strolled to the couch with no expression on his face, and lounged.


  Locating my toes again, I found the courage from somewhere and finished, “So whatever I” I stopped, amending my words, “I mean, whatever she did . . . ” He turned to me with a raised eyebrow. I almost laughed, but ended up scratching the back of my neck in a nervous fidget. “I just want to make sure you know that that’s not . . . really me. Oh, and she also wanted me to tell you, thank you.”


  “Are you gonna come sit down?” he asked, his voice sinking deep into my bodyI would have to get used to that. I walked toward him with an awkward glitch in my step, and then tumbled into the large depression in the couch cushion. I was glad I’d been forgiven so readily because quick forgiveness seemed to be one of my strengths. That, and being able to push negative memories out of my mind. And the events of last night, (what I remembered anyway, which was almost nothing), were gratefully removed.


  I wondered if I was his friend now, or if he even had friends. Maybe last night’s brief interlude qualified me somehow. Certainly driving me to my apartment wasn’t anything to write home about. But perhaps something I said held his interest. If only I could remember the details from last night. Something significant was shared, but the particulars of our conversations were bunches of gush in my head.


  I watched his hand take two tube-shaped items wrapped in white paper out of an eye catching, brightly-colored bag. To engage my nervousness, I grabbed the bag from off the couch and slowly rotated it, admiring the swirly fluorescent colors popping out of the paper.


  “What’s your absolute favorite color?” suddenly popped out of my mouth.


  Like always, he didn’t respond at first. “Don’t have one,” he finally said through a bite.


  Perhaps because it was easier to talk to him when my focus was elsewhere, I continued to stare at the bag, scanning a bright, lemony-yellow stripe that intersected with a red one, turning into a flaming orange. The vibrant colors naturally took my thoughts to the most recent place light had impressed upon my senses, my ocean dream.


  “They’re all so pretty,” I told him. “How can you pick only one?”


  But that amused stare of his brought me back into the room and reawakened the blasted tightness in my throat.


  “Eat,” he said, and again I complied, staggered by the color in his eyes, deep as autumn shadows and blue as a cold winter lakethe colors on the bag faint in comparison.


  I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I unwrapped the sandwich, setting free a warm, bready scent, the smell actually veering my focus off him for a time. The first bite brought instant satisfaction. “Mmmmm, this is delicious,” I barely got out through a mouthful. But when I stuffed my face with another bite before the first bite was down, I noticed him looking at me again, searching my face for something that obviously eluded him.


  Why did he stare at me that way, with those tainted blue eyes that were definitely windows to his soul? I supposed very few people had been allowed to see inside. I studied them for the briefest moment, but the moment was complete enough to come to a conclusion.


  The first word that came to mind was “cold”. If I hadn’t known better I might have guessed him innately wicked or naughty. But the unmistakable flicker of bleakness was the pain of a victim, not a perpetrator. Before me was someone who had trudged through a dark wilderness, a wilderness to which I somehow could relate. The journey through grief, anger, apathy, and then shutdown, I knew that path well. It had once been my own. The feelings were part of my past, though I couldn’t pinpoint what parts. And before I could consider those memories, an all-encompassing compassion, the kind someone feels only when he or she has gone through the same pain, coursed through me.


  When I realized how deeply we were looking at each other, I lost the dexterity in my mouth and stopped chewing.


  Eventually hunger won out though, and I took another bite. It was a perfect combination really, him and hot food. But when my belly knotted I knew I was eating too fast and I placed my sandwich back on the white paper for a breather.


  The Hat is in my apartment. Whenever the awareness hit, my head felt like it was hyper-extending. Luckily, his overly relaxed mannerisms were proving contagious.


  “So, you don’t have a favorite color but you must have a favorite food,” I remarked while finishing off two more bites, my mouth continuing to chew clumsily.


  “Pizza,” he finally responded, polishing off the first half of his sandwich and then moving to the next.


  “Mine would have to be this.” I told him.


  He gave me a look that said he clearly wasn’t buying it. “Alrighty,” he harassed.


  Alrighty?


  I didn’t know whether to address how his word choice tossed around tender emotions in my memory bank or my unintentional tribute to his lunch choice. I elected for the latter. “What? I’m not lying. This is the most delicious sandwich I’ve ever tasted in my whole life,” I explained. Then I picked it up and took another hearty bite to validate my words, grinning as I chewed.


  Though he didn’t grin back, the mood was relaxed, probably because he was completely unruffled with it. Unruffled with me, the situation, and the fact that he wouldn’t be revealing any depth of his character any time soon. Still, whenever we made eye contact, my comfort levels maxed out. He must’ve noticed my discomfort at some point since whatever my face did made the side of his lip curl. I looked away quickly, relaxing as much as possible.


  Although I was nervous, my curiosity couldn’t resist. “Will you tell me about your life?” I blurted out. Then I realized I sounded like one of those stupid meddling psychologists, my memories sharing that I’d dealt with them on several occasions, but I couldn’t remember when or why. And I couldn’t let my mind investigate those memories because it was too busy investigating the moment, hoping he didn’t think I was a moron. I was now turned toward him with my knee carefully resting on the couch.


  His focused expression told me I’d touched a nerve. But it must have been a small one since his casualness restored a second later. In fact, if I had blinked I would have missed it.


  “What do you wanna know?” he asked absently.


  “Everything.”


  He cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t want to know everything.”


  “Yes, I do.”


  But did I really? What if he turned out to be as callous as his façade? Had I dealt with callous people before? This almost felt natural, as if I’d had a lifetime of practice brushing off offense and keeping my cool.


  All of a sudden I felt a surge of confidence lance through me. “Where are you from? Tell me about your childhood. What things do you like to do?”


  Another stroke of resistance tainted his face. But then he took a bite as if to purge himself. I also ate my sandwich, waiting patiently for him to swallow.


  “Grew up playing sports,” he finally said, stroking his jaw with an air of indifference. “My dad owns a body shop, so when I wasn’t at practice, I fixed cars. Lived by the coast all my life.”


  The coast . . . the coast . . . My eyes widened, my heartbeat sped. “Do you mean . . . the ocean?”


  He threw down the last bite of his sandwich, which I took as a “yes”.


  “Are you kidding me?” I wailed. “I, I have to go there, something’s supposed to happen” I stopped, scrunching my nose while trapping my words at the base of my tongue. Swallowing firmly, I reigned myself in and attempted to slow down. “I’ve never been to the ocean, well, not really anyway. It’s my dream! . . . What’s it like? I mean, the water, the waves . . . ” Though a calm face would have gone better with my cover up, there was only so much I could ask of myself, especially in the “curbing my enthusiasm” department.


  The flow of adventure brewed inside me as he took his sweet time to answer. But answer, he finally did.


  “It’s mysterious,” he began, looking down as if searching for words. “And full of energy. But delicate in ways” He stopped, his eyes suddenly holding mine. “Kind of like you.”


  My eyes seemed to knot to his, but he was as tranquil as the day outside. I, on the other hand, froze, spellbound, unable to undo my trance. Now that my hunger was satisfied, it seemed his company was triggering a different sort of hunger, a hunger I’d never felt before, one that converted the warm steam of enthusiasm into hot, languid goo. His easy stare seemed satisfied. Though I fought it, I had to look down; one more glance in his direction and I was certain I’d tremble right off the couch.


  But a flash of spunk inside me wouldn’t give in that easy.


  “Maybe you could take me there someday.” Really, I couldn’t believe I’d said it. Where my pluck came from, I’d never know.


  He didn’t respond. Was that a yes or a no? Anyway, I had to say something. “I know, I know. You don’t make promises.”


  And then all of a sudden he got up. While my brain was determining where he was going and if I’d gone too far, my eyes studied his physique as it strolled away from me. His t-shirt clung to the evident muscles of his upper back, hanging flawlessly in the hollow down to his waist. I’d never noticed something like that. To my eye’s dismay he hunched behind the counter. I was fascinated and confused by the draw I felt to him and the alien emotions pulling inside my stomach. Emotions I was certain I’d never processed before.


  A few seconds later his eyes fastened on me. “Garbage?”


  “What? Oh.” I stood, laughing sheepishly. “Yeah. I don’t have one. I mean, I need to get one.” I placed my clumsy hands on my hips and then glanced behind me because I didn’t know where else to look.


  Visually I followed him as he wadded the white paper in his hand, snatched his keys off the counter, and strolled toward me. But because my eyes were nervously stiff I didn’t really see him. I twisted Creed’s ring around my finger; then my hand scratched the back of my neck; and then my foot propped behind me on its tiptoe and I almost lost my balance.


  Say something! He’s leaving!


  “You’re leaving already and I haven’t even finished my sandwich.” I scrunched my nose at what came out. “Not that I want you to stay or anything. I mean, it’s your choice to stay or leave but”


  His nearness cut me off. In the course of my bird-brained comments, he had been advancing toward me, finally stopping uncomfortably close to me. His lips were curved in a wicked grin and I swallowed with a bashfulness I rarely felt.


  To my utter shock, a hot finger lifted my chin and our faces came even closer. Too close.


  Breathe, Heather.


  “Would you like that, if I stayed?”


  My eyes dropped from his, but they only made it to his chest since he was holding my head in place.


  “Actually, I have so much to do today,” I said, trying my best to sound bored. But my voice held a nervous quiver that most likely made him smile more.


  Though he dropped his hand from my face, he didn’t back away and his deep voice rumbled through my head again. “Some of us attend class.”


  My nose scrunched. Had I missed class this morning? Before I had time to pinpoint what day it was, he was gone.


  The overload of emotion caused me to roar much too loudly, “Wait!”


  He had descended the stairs to the turn and was now facing me, glancing up.


  “Ahem,” I adjusted my voice so that it was at normal volume. “I just . . . wanted to say thank you. For lunch. I owe you.”


  He continued down the stairs without a word.


  I shrunk onto the couch, face first. Could I have acted a bigger dope? I hadn’t realized I’d been so tense through the entire visit until I noticed myself exhaling as if I’d just sprinted a mile. My earlobes were throbbing. Okay, calm down. Breathe. He’s gone now. You can stop acting like a fool. I flipped my legs around and sat like an ordinary person, my body feeling anything but ordinary.


  What did he call me again? Mysterious? Well, he was right. I was a mystery, even to myself. And, delicate? More like a time bomb.


  After rehashing every tiny detail of the past half hour spent with him, I got off the couch and went straight to the store to stock up on some necessities, such as food and a garbage can. When I got home I cleaned and organized every cranny of my apartment and turned in early.


  As I lay under my quilt, I thought about Nick, my recurring dream of the ocean, and how I could open my mind and release all the memories locked inside. But I soon found myself rehearsing the rules. Don’t get close to him! And never tell him about my past. And though I reviewed the rules with exactness to sharpen my resolve, the ideas weren’t sinking in; I was far away. Actually, I was with him on a misty ocean shoreline. And then my thoughts brought us to my couch, eating a sandwich and yet being nourished by a feeling more satisfying than food.


  And then, black.


  



  *******


  



  No wonder I felt such a draw to him. The person in my dream . . . was him. It was Nick. Nick was the person with me on the ocean, cuddling and warming me. I was positive. And I was positive I had to go there with him. Something momentous was going to happen there. It had to do with all the quirks in my life. There was some connection to the ocean and my current state. I woke from my ocean dream to these realizations.


  It was the start of a new week. I felt as if I’d missed or skipped a few days. Somehow it was Monday.


  The walk to History class under the clear, vaulted sky was too delicious for words. The path led into the college’s castle-like courtyard with a grand, mint lawn and pretzel-like traversing walkways, and then traveled under the gothic arches of the wide tunneled awning which formed a beefy and loyal fortressthe perfect historic appetizer to History class.


  History flew by. Out of the corner of my eye, I observed tall, linear lines, like the guts of a home or a building, being scribbled all over the paper to my left. But I was ignored the entire hour and I wondered if we were friends only outside of school, or exclusively in my thoughts, my ocean dreams. Silly of me to even question if he’d thought about me. He stopped by my apartment because I asked him to, not because he wanted to. I also wondered if it was too soon for him to see me again. Was he sick of me? If so, how would he ever consent to taking me to the ocean? To complicate matters, he didn’t make promises; he’d told me that much. So committing him to a road trip would be impossible. Especially when I could barely talk to the guy. Furthermore, I certainly didn’t trust him.


  After class Steve reminded everyone of study group later that day, singling me out with questioning eyes. I dipped my head once, awfully glad someone didn’t see, but awfully upset he didn’t care to see. I had a fleeting thought of inviting him to breakfast . . . very fleeting. Instead, I invited Liz.


  As she and I walked down the hallway together, she slung her arm through mine and tugged us to solitude. “So, is it true?” she began when certain of our privacy. My eyebrows creased. “Did Nick Richards take you home from the party?”


  “Ohhh,” I groaned. “Don’t remind me.” I wouldn’t win any awards for how reckless I’d acted and the following sickness from the moldy yellow fluidnot a good memory. “I’ve permanently blocked it out.”


  “What happened?” she implored. But her juicy eyes told me she was referring to the company, not the cocktails, so I changed my train of thought.


  “Oh, that. Nothing really,” I responded casually as I exited into a scorching breeze. “I think I just stepped into an oven.”


  “Is that all you have to say?!” Her cute little button face rounded in front of mine. “I’m dying over here! What happened?!”


  “He took me home.” But I knew it came out milder than I felt about it since my stomach rolled with giddiness at the thought of being alone with him. “I don’t even remember most of it.” I played it down, which helped ease my frustration at that fact.


  Her little eyes filled with delight, like I’d just won a gold medal against all odds. “No way, Nick Richards? Are you serious?”


  “I’m serious. Then he came over the next day and brought me lunch.” I kept an even step, though hers was erratic.


  “Get out! You’re lying.”


  “No, honest. He brought me a sandwich in this really colorful striped bag.”


  “Oooooh, I love that place.”


  We stared at each other, both waiting for the first giggle . . . simultaneous.


  After getting our cafeteria food, we sat in a booth and continued our conversation. I was secretly elated to talk with her about what I’d been chewing on, and equally satisfied to hold him at the forefront of my thoughts, and just a tiny bit leery about saying too much, getting too close, though I knew I could trust her.


  “He came to your apartment?” Her head shook as if she were now watching me on the gold medal platform. “I haven’t been inside your apartment.” I nodded, munching on my bagel and cream cheese. “You realize every girl in this school would hate you if they knew Nick Richards was at your apartment! And Stacey, oh she’d have a cow. She’s already jealous of you.”


  “What?”


  “Why else would she slam you when you’re not around?”


  I shrugged off the offense, wondering as much and knowing I’d revisit the fresh injury later.


  “What’s he like? Was he rude? Because he sort of acts like he hates the world,” she whispered as if Nick were in the next booth over. “What did he say? Am I being too nosy?” She crumpled her cheeks to brace for rejection.


  “Not at all. He wasn’t shy like you might think since he never talks to anyone in class.” Including me, I thought to myself, and then I realized he might never talk to me again.


  She considered that. “I was thinking more along the lines of inflated ego.”


  “He does give off that vibe, doesn’t he? But I don’t think so. I think he just likes to keep to himself.”


  Why am I defending him?


  “Right?” she agreed. “He never talks to anyone.”


  See, it’s true. I’m not defending him.


  “And I heard he was extremely intelligent,” she went on.


  I nodded, a bit unsettled by the protective nature of my feelings toward him. After a slight pause in the conversation, she began to giggle.


  “What?”


  Her head shook. I was now receiving the medal. “I mean, it’s not only that bad boy thing he’s got going on. And that sexy, muscular bod, let’s also put that aside for a sec. It’s his face. Girl, how’d you talk to him and not get tongue-tied?”


  I stopped chewing my bagel. I had no response; she was right in every way. That face, I couldn’t even look at it straight on. And yes, his physique was remarkable. And it didn’t help that his personality was complex, if not trouble. Chewing on my bagel, I thought of the cold, crystal clear eyes I would soon encounter in Creative Writing and marveled at the contrasting thoughts in my head.


  



  *******


  



  As I strolled to Creative Writing the sun beat down on my face, heating my skin to perspiration. Despite the heat, I enjoyed the summer moment, taking in the living natureleafy greens and earthy browns; the quiet shade trees stilling their leaves after a bird’s perch or a human touch, as if to honor the peaceful weather.


  When I opened the door to the small . . . trailer, the humming of the overhead . . . swamp cooler pleasantly welcomed me to class.


  The pause in vocabulary was odd since my thoughts almost never paused anymore, unless they were nervous. And he hadn’t even arrived yet. Besides, I told myself that I’d wait a week or two and then somehow bring up the ocean to him.


  As I entered the airstream from above, the refreshing cool air gusted over my head in soothing waves, tousling my ponytail and rejuvenating my hot, moist face and neck. I lingered there and closed my eyes to the sweetness.


  For a moment I forgot where I was. The laboring purr acted as a sort of counterfeit seclusion from the outside world, like a refrigerated invisibility cloak. In my own private world, I began to imagine him giving his class presentation.


  But hadn’t I missed it?


  Lost in thought, I bent my neck downward, the buzzing coolness whooshing over my back and un-tacking my t-shirt from my skin. The gust of crystal energy, along with the rousing idea of watching him perform, brought on a playful grin.


  But a deep, short cough from inside the room drew my thoughts out of the winter clouds and my eyes open. They immediately registered its source, who must’ve been somewhere out of my line of sight when I first walked in. I quickly moved my eyes around the room in order to avoid his. But the room was so petite that they landed back where they started in a matter of seconds. My face did this awkward, half smirk, half grimace thing while my legs took me to a seat directly across the table from him. Though I was a hopeless case, I was silly with hope that his gaze, while uninterested at best, meant we were still friends.


  When the second presentation ended, his turn was next as Teacher Jerry slid him an old guitar. I guess I hadn’t missed it after all. And to have a front row seat brought on a silly rush of excitement. My feet fidgeted under the table as I waited for his presentation to start.


  After he settled on the edge of the table and rested the guitar in his lap, he then did something that made me feel strangely provoked. He took off his hat and replaced it backwards. I found myself wondering if that was even legal. Peeling my eyes away after a few recovering seconds, I glanced around the room to confirm my suspicions; sure enough, every girl wore the same dizzy grin. Instantly I pretended disinterest, unwilling to ride the bandwagon with every female gawker in the class.


  The Australian lady, Mayra, also stareda stare of abandoned admiration. I didn’t like the way she looked at him.


  Nick said nothing but I could tell by his dry expression that he was boredthe uselessness of the exercise, I supposed. Or perhaps there was more to his displeasure. But I couldn’t stay there and rummage through what little I knew about him because he was ready to start.


  His fingers strummed once, adjusted the tension on a few strings, plucked through a chord, and then he cleared his throat. So relaxed, so completely reposed, he easily settled the guitar into a comfortable position. And I wondered if there was anything that made him nervous.


  I, on the other hand, found myself restraining a breath.


  Just then, the door swung open and a heavy whiff of buttered popcorn infiltrated my nostrils. A plump, middle-aged woman wearing grey hospital scrubs was standing in the doorway.


  “Pardon the interruption,” she said, though I didn’t think her apology sincere since her eyes and hands were idly sorting through a file of papers.


  “No worries.” Teacher Jerry smiled. “Come on in, the water’s fine.”


  Relaxedness briefly replaced the austere bend of her face.


  “Yes. I need to speak with” she glanced down at a bright yellow slip of paper, “Heather Robbins. If she could meet with me in the hall for a moment.”


  My head thrust back a notch. And then without my approval it jerked straight to Nick, who was already looking at me.


  “Heather?” Teacher Jerry said.


  It would have been absurd to ignore both Teacher Jerry and the lady, and all the more absurd to resent them. But I did resent them, intensely. And I didn’t care what the intrusive lady wanted. At the moment I cared about one thing only. There had to be a way to stay in class, or at least a way to stall the presentations. But out of all the clever, scheming, manipulative ideas repressed each day, the only idea that surfaced was to make her hurry.


  I nodded slightly and edged off my chair, which was more distressing than slamming my finger in a door.


  “Apparently you haven’t turned in your medical forms yet,” she began once we stepped outdoors and the evil door latched shut. “I don’t know how this was overlooked or how your name turned up on any of your class rolls. Normally you need to have these forms turned in before teachers receive your information and allow you to attend classes.”


  The music started. Muted guitar chords. My heart plopped right in the dirt.


  I could barely speak around the swell of anger rising in my throat. “If you give me the forms I promise to fill them out and return them first thing tomorrow morning.”


  Suddenly, out of nowhere, her voice roared, echoing stridently in my ears as if in 4-D, “The funding is gone, and it’s been longer than we discussed, Doctor. I’ll give it a little while longer, and hopefully, by some miracle, she pulls out of the coma by then. If not, at that point, unless the case becomes government funded, we’ll have no choice but to pull the plug.”


  My eyes went wide with surprise. Though inside more specific questions were surfacing, my lips spoke, “What are you talking about?”


  “Your medical forms,” she said, her voice returning as hushed and normal as my own. She shook her head. “I can’t have you attending classes without answering at least the first five questions on this form. It’s school policy. You can fill out the rest on your own time and turn them in to the health center within the week.”


  Frankly, I should have been freaking out. But I was too irate. I bit my lip and restrained the short, foul remarks on my tongue. The only thing that mattered was getting back into that classroom as quickly as possible!


  “Question one, name and phone number of your family doctor.”


  My words practically ran over hers. “Creed, um, Creed . . . Manning.” And then my lips sprinted through a number.


  “Do you suffer from any of the following: Diabetes?”


  “No.”


  “Heart irregularities?”


  “Nn” I paused mid-word, everything turning still.


  His voice . . .


  It sounded raw . . . yet even . . . and right on pitch . . . with a hint of rasp that gently heated my ears. His voice stirred through my head and warmed my insides, like a soaring symphony through a simple melody. So close yet too far away to fully realize, too removed to savor, too muffled by the infuriating wall between us.


  She continued reading off various conditions, stopping only once when I hurriedly assured her I was very healthy and suffered from nothing. After listening to my hasty words, she simply resumed her questions right where she left off, acting as if I hadn’t interrupted. I almost gave her a left hook.


  Finally, after what seemed like a lifetime, she completed her business and I rushed back into class, praying I wasn’t too late. Without thinking, I threw open the door.


  Two things happened at once: The music stopped. He glanced up.


  The next couple moments were a blur.


  At some point he resumed playing, his bold eyes remaining on me through the entire performance. It was all I could do to stay standing.


  And then his face found the strings and before I knew it, it was over.


  Don’t look at him, Heather; you’re blushing. Eyes on table . . .


  My pulsing, animated eyes clung to the table for precious life.


  Could it be true . . . Was the song for me? . . .


  No, just a presentation. Of course he’s going to look at you, you barged in right in the middle of his performance. Where else would he look . . .


  And though I’d never admit to it aloud, a portion of my thoughts went, On the other hand, he did look . . . no question he was looking at you, for longer than normal.


  But when my classmates began to rise, my mind finally stopped floating and persuaded itself to face the heavy truth. Just a class presentation.


  I kept my head down and wandered back to my seat to grab my book bag off the table.


  “No need to bring your books,” said Teacher Jerry. “We’ll come back before class ends.”


  Hastily I dropped my bag, aware of the stares, my eyes sticking back to the table like masking tape. But I played it off by nodding in obvious agreement and caught up to the person in front of me, walking past the swamp cooler and into warm air with a jutting layer of goose bumps.


  Because I had no idea what was going on, I trailed the person in front of me to a grassy hill on the side of the building. My thoughts swarmed chaotically.


  Do you feel for me even a fraction of the way I feel for you? And why do I feel this way? Why do I want to know what you’re thinking every second, what you’re hiding, what bothers you? I’m hooked to you and your hardness somehow, and yet I don’t understand my feelings . . .


  “Hey.”


  I jumped, twisting into a shadowed face. My hand fell on my heart while his lips twisted into a smirk. At his airiness I smothered the last little spark of hope that his serenade was for me. Humiliated with myself for thinking that way, I squared my shoulders, gazed just lower than the brim, and instantly lost focus.


  “Turn around,” he directed.


  I was so absentminded I barely heard him, but the words were gibberish to my ears anyway.


  “Turn around,” he repeated.


  “What” I turned my head, gradually rotating my body with it, at which he tore something off the back of my shirt. When I turned fully, he featured a small piece of paper between his fingers.


  It was the price tag.


  “Thanks,” I said through gritted teeth, throwing out my hand. I saw a dance of amusement in his shadowed face as he wadded the tag, put it in his pocket, and walked away.


  As fate would have it, we sat a few feet away from each other on the lawn. And when Eduardo began kicking a hacky sack around I finally figured out we were still doing presentations. Though my inner eyes saw only the guy over my shoulder, my outer eyes watched Eduardo, fascinated by his foot skills and badly wanting a turn.


  However, a staring tug soon came from my left and though I tug-of-warred back, I lost, and turned my head.


  “Yeah?” I responded in a whisper so as not to interrupt the presentation. Then I casually returned my focus frontward. But if he had any discriminating skillswhich I knew he didI wasn’t fooling him in the least. As soon as I realized I was twisting Creed’s ring, I balled my hands and my nerves, and tucked them in my lap.


  Trying to keep my cool but feeling my palms sweat from something other than the sun, I raised my voice an impatient notch. “Why are you staring at me?” With those dark, disturbing eyes that I will not look at!


  Though his eyes stayed fastened on me, he obviously didn’t care to chat. And whatever he chose to examine, albeit my face, evidently that too was none of my business.


  The hacky sack sprung off the tip of Eduardo’s foot, landing on the backside of his neck, but he missed the entire stunt.


  Against my will, I surrendered again. “Is there something you want to say to me?” Though I’d never give him the satisfaction of knowing, I secretly yearned to know him, to understand his most trivial thoughts, even if they were critical, even if they were insulting. At least I’d know where I stood with him. At least that would give me something to go on.


  “You’re . . . ”


  When he didn’t continue, a slight scowl locked on my lips, my blood beginning to simmer. I’m what? Weird? Crazy? Your friend? Your enemy? What!


  “You’re wrinkling your nose again. You do that when you’re uncomfortable.”


  I covered my nose, deciding it was indeed wrinkled and I was indeed not comfortable. I shifted stanchly forward in a clear attempt to avoid him and his bad-manners. “It’s not polite to stare at people,” I hissed under my breath.


  But this only seemed to provoke him since he leaned in and whispered, “The thing is, I never said I was polite.”


  Rarely did I stumble for a comeback. But in my certain stumbling, awareness struck. I whispered to no one in particular, “You like it when I’m uncomfortable.” And the realization turned my head back to him.


  His eyebrow rose slightly as if he thought I was being absurd. But there was a delicious teasing glint in his eyes that confirmed my statement.


  “Liar,” I whispered loudly, suddenly fooling around with a grin.


  Could his playful mood provide the perfect opportunity to bring up the ocean? And I almost said something. But I’d completely forgotten we were at school until two students began bellowing the verses of a Shakespearean play on the provisional stage. It was an inconvenient disruption.


  After class we walked on the same path to our cars, me an uncomfortable stride ahead of him. As much as I wanted, I couldn’t rally myself to mention the smallest something about the ocean.


  It was impressive enough that I managed to say anything. “I think you’re talented.”


  I should have expected his silence, but my arms began swinging back and forth in an attempt to shake off the rejecting quiet. Thankfully, it only lasted a minute.


  “Why’s that?” I heard from just above and a short distance behind me.


  His responses were never ones I expected. I determined he either respected me enough to care what I thought or found me annoying, but I couldn’t decide which. I should have kept quiet; he didn’t want to talk. But he did ask a question. “Well, for one, I’ve seen your drawings, and they’re excellent.”


  “Ah.”


  Phew.


  He walked toward a dark blue weathered pick-up, the color of old denim with a few rips in the knees in the form of rusted edges. The truck not only fit him, it made him even more appealing, if that was possible. And when he got in, he made the truck a Mercedes . . . a white one? For one pure second the flash in my mind was clear as realityNick in a large, clean, white Mercedes. It was fleeting and in the next instant, it vanished.


  The next thing I knew he was gone.


  And right after that, my thoughts were disrupted by a voice in my head. As I struggled to make sense of the voice, I heard clearly, “I hope you don’t mind that I’m massaging your feet. They say it’s good for circulation.” I turned my head to see where the voice was coming from, while at the same time recognition dawned on me.


  And there he was. Standing in the middle of the street across the parking lot. Creed.


  Loud beeps and honking began to surface, just as it had in the parking lot when he first appeared. My breathing slowly began to labor. I hunched over, resting my hands on my thighs for support. My eyes squinted, wading through sunlight at the hazy blonde statue watching me. He was a fleeting figure. Present, but beyond my reach. And just as a commercial van passed, honking loudly in my ear, he vanished with it like a cartoon character. I held my heart, hoping that would rally my strength, praying that the fear and dread wouldn’t come, but it did anyway.


  The eerie sensation began slowly creeping into my being, as if I was going too fast, or getting too close to something forbidden, almost as if I had stepped into the darkness again and was about to come face to face with the Grim Reaper himself. As my mind sought to thwart the dimness, the horrible nothing caught hold of me, preventing me from moving forward. It came as fast as a whirlwind, and an awful, solemn fear came with it.


  It felt like one of those dreadful nightmares where destruction is coming and yet there’s nowhere to hide, nowhere to flee.


  I begged for the feeling to leave or at least let up, but I begged in vain. The feeling began sucking me dry of strength and everything joyous, filling me with sorrow. Completely overcome with fear, and unable to reactI couldn’t punch “nothing”, nor could I reason with itI began to give in to its clutches, not by choice, but by coercion. Thoughts of despair piled on me, specific thoughts: Being disliked for no reason, being alone on a Friday night, hidden love, sickness, terrible car accidents, death taking loved ones away . . . there was no hope, no reason to fight. The beeping began to weaken and slow.


  Keep the beeping strong! Fight it! Don’t let it die!


  “No!” I screamed inside. I wanted to stay. I wanted to be alive!


  I battled for control, seeking to grab hold of anything peaceful. As the memory of a few joyous moments surfaced and the peace began to slowly squeeze in, the light fought the dark and little by little the flame of joy inside me reawakened, slowly rekindling my strength.


  I wobbled to my car, breathing deeply and willing my heartbeat to steady.


  On the drive home, after a silent prayer of thanks, one that included gratitude that Nick was absent during my breakdown, I told myself that whenever Creed’s voice entered my head, I had to ignore it. All thoughts of him had to stop. He was somewhere intertwined in my world, and I felt that if I tried hard enough I could possibly reach himno, that was impossible. But something about his memory was confusing and corrupting my reason. Maybe his absence was too much for my mental health. Or maybe I really was getting sick, a serious, terminal type of sick, a growing blood clot in the brain or an early onset of dementia. Regardless, I had to keep my thoughts away from him, at least for now. To be patient and disciplined for once in my life was paramount.


  At two o’clock I went to study group. No one showed. After waiting for half an hour, dumb tears began an assault on my eyes. How annoying. Then again, I realized that for me crying was largely a result of an overall mood for the day rather than one particular moment or situation, and that made it slightly more tolerable.


  After a good cry on the drive homemy tears salty as popcornI felt nearly purged of my self-pity.


  I ran up the stairs with red, swollen eyes, bolted into my apartment, obtained a pen and piece of paper, and wrote on the top, “Goals to help me adjust better.”


  1. Get a cell phone


  2. Apologize if I do something stupid


  As I wrote the second rule I battled with my thoughts. I wasn’t sure about the best way to handle certain situations. I needed to be myself, but who was I? I knew who I wasn’ta mean person. At that very moment I promised that no one would again get the best of me. I controlled my feelings, no one else. For instance, if people weren’t nice to me, that didn’t mean I couldn’t be nice to them. That only seemed to do two things: drain my good spirits, and give them more power than I wanted them to have. It was my choice! Miraculously, I did want to salvage all my friendships; after all, no one knows what day is there last, and I was determined to have success however long I remained.


  3. Be myself! Start conversations. Voice my opinions in a constructive way. Be positive! Never lose my temper. And never let Stacey hamper my day.


  When I finished, I crossed out the last sentenceher bad attitude wasn’t worth the ink.


  I was so motivated to start my new goals that I went directly to the store and bought a phone. When I got home I continued to tinker with my new phone, deciding it would be the token of my new social life!


  



  *******


  



  Tuesday morning I jogged with Damian, glad for the opportunity to apologize for my tasteless party behavior, which seemed months ago. Damian acted unconcerned and amused by my apology that I wouldn’t let die till he forgave me. After a few playful punches to his shoulder to coerce his pardon, we had an enlightening chat about the differences, as he saw it, between blondes and brunettes.


  He was partial to blondes with the exception of a few “hottie brunettes”. I was overanxious to know his roommate’s “type”, but I didn’t exactly know how to bring him up. Then I remembered my social goals and went for it.


  “Do most guys prefer blondes?”


  “Not necessarily,” Damian answered.


  “What about your roommates?” My jogging inadvertently sped up a notch.


  “You mean Nick?” He smiled, raising his eyebrows up and down.


  I was tempted to say “Who?” but he’d see right through me. Instead I changed the subject. “What is your other roommate’s name again?”


  “Meat?” Damian chuckled. “Yeah, that guy’s all over the place. He just likes girls, period. But I’ve noticed he favors the bookish, almost nerd-smart kind.”


  “Really?” I marveled. “Who’d-a-thought?”


  “And my other roommate, Nick,” Thank you, Damian. “He’s hard too. He doesn’t bring too many girls around, though I doubt he’s short of options.”


  Well, I certainly wasn’t one of those options. Not that I didn’t see his appealhe was simply against my rules. And that made me feel confident about himwell, sort of. When he wasn’t around, anyway.


  Damian continued, “There’s this one girl who calls him a lot. I’d say he talks with her most. From what I’ve heard during their phone calls I can tell he cares about her. But I don’t think he’s really into her.”


  Stacey? No way, I couldn’t see it. But I wondered if it was someone I knew, someone who went to school with us. I had to keep him talking. “What makes you think he’s not into her?”


  We curved around the edge of the outdoor track, my mind deciding that if he didn’t answer by the time we hit the straight I’d pry more cleverly.


  But just before the straight, he went on, “For one, I’ve never met her.”


  I wondered how much Damian really knew about Nick, if they ever talked, if Nick had ever divulged his “type”. Had they ever talked about girls? About me? No, Nick wasn’t a talker. That unsociable attitude . . . and the hat that hid him from the world . . .


  Right there, jogging alongside Damian with my ponytail swinging and the sun beating down on my head and shoulders, I realized how perplexing and particularly pleasing his roommate was, however much I hated being just another admirer. I couldn’t help the infatuation. It was akin to his voiceI spontaneously loved it. Of course, no one would have to know. It would be my own little closet crush.


  I also despised endings to delicious conversation, but the bell in all its finality rang out.


  “Race you to the straight,” I yelled, five paces in front. “Promise to try?”


  “You’re on.”


  “Winner gets a wish!” I’d try anything to get what I desired: to figure out my life, to not feel so precarious, to see my best friend instead of his ghost, and to not have to rely on an ocean-dream as a sort of lifeline to my future. I was superstitious enough to hit the ceiling when a one-headlight car passed, raise my legs off the car floor while riding over train tracks, or hold my breath under a tunnel and secure the wish with a kiss to the roof, so why not a race? Ultimately, I knew it would take more than luck.


  He flocked behind me, letting me win once again. And once again, we were the last ones to exit the track. I thanked him for the run and joked that some day I’d really beat him if we continued to run together. And then, just after we parted he remembered something.


  “Oh, Heather,” he called out. “I almost forgot. Nick asked me to give you a message.”


  I turned to him, thankful my feet this time had the ability to avoid stumbling when the command from my brain said, “trip and fall”. My hand went to my brow to ward off the blazing sun.


  “Study group at Steve’s house tonight at ten,” he said. “And Nick mentioned something about you bringing the popcorn.”


  I laughed frivolously, the perfect way to let loose my sudden enthusiasm. In spite of my disastrous first study group and yesterday’s supposedly cancelled one, I was surprisingly keen on trying again now that I was prepared. I just hoped my good spirits remained for the evening. I never knew what the next hour would bring where my disposition was concerned.


  Later that day I passed Liz in the hall. She relayed the same message, “Ten o’clock. Steve’s house. Stacey’s schedule changed so we had to change it to tonight instead.”


  A schedule change, huh? Breathe, Heather.


  “See you tonight,” I hollered in parting.


  Chapter 7


  I arrived at Steve’s apartment five after ten and second to last. After a quick apology to Stacey about the water incident and another silent snub from her, we all decided, without Nick, to divvy out the rest of the movies and watch them alone. We all agreed, excluding Nick, that the study group thing was inefficient and time-consuming, though I didn’t mind so much my time being consumed while in specific company, specific company I was impatiently hoping would arrive.


  When that was settled, and by the time the popcorn popped and Chariots of Fire started, it was nearly eleven. He still hadn’t shone up. A half-hour later the company remained the same. I felt like I was at a boring family reunion having just found out my favorite relative wouldn’t be attending this year. And in my mind the gloom affected each of us, as one by one the crew began to nod off. Sprawled-out-on-the-couch-Liz was first. Out-cold-on-the-banana-chair-Steve was next. Stacey and I were on the floor on either side of Steve. Stacey was making ignorant comments about the movie and I was trying to ignore her, but her rose perfume alone was driving me nuts.


  After a while, my eyelids began to droop. I thought about going home but a trace of hope kept me there. I lay my body on the floor and rested my head on my upper arm. In a matter of seconds the voices from the TV distanced and my breathing slowed.


  When I woke I lay on the floor cuddled against something solid with my head resting on what felt like a rock for a pillow. Instantly I released my embrace fromYikes!Steve’s legs and shot up in a panic.


  “They call me Mr. Squishy,” I heard him say, but I was too lethargic to respond at first.


  When I placed my hands over my face to rub myself awake, I realized my social flub. “Sorry about that, Steve.”


  “No worries. I was enjoying the lovely rose smell of your hair.”


  “I think that’s Stacey’s perfume. What time is it?” Acknowledging two sleeping bodies, I quickly threw my hands over my loud mouth.


  “Almost two, megaphone.”


  I breathed out a sarcastic laugh. “Have you been awake this whole time?”


  “Pretty much.”


  “Wow.” I gave my face a final rub. “How’d you stay awake?” I recognized I was talking loudly again when Stacey stirred.


  All of a sudden, and shockingly loud, a rumbling snore shook the room.


  At first my mouth hung open. Then, with recognition, it slowly curved. I arched my arm above Steve’s legs and pointed toward Stacey, inquiring in astonishment.


  He nodded hard. “That’s how I stayed awake.”


  And then she snored again.


  I covered a giggle that turned into a genuine laugh when he nudged her shoulder like it was his fiftieth time. Stacey readjusted her body, still fast asleep.


  My laughter slowed, and Steve’s grin returned. “Can I ask you something?”


  My arms stretched to the ceiling, I yawned an, “Uhu.”


  “Do you think I’m funny?”


  The question’s randomness renewed a chuckle. “Uhhh, sure.”


  “Well, the reason I ask is because there’s this girl . . . ”


  I waited for him to go on, but he only gazed at me.


  “Aaaand?” I prodded him with a nod, my eyes turning toward the squeaking couch, Liz rolling over.


  He waited for her to settle, then waited a little longer, and then proceeded, “Yeah, so, there’s this girl, she’s super nice, and she’s totally cool, and, she’s pretty hot . . . ”


  “That’s great, Steve.” I found the popcorn bowl and popped a few pieces in my mouth, biting on a kernel with my molars. “Ouch!” With my finger I popped out what was stuck.


  He watched me patiently.


  “So, she’s nice, hot, and, what’s the problem? She doesn’t laugh at your jokes?”


  “No, she does, she laughs, most of the time. She has a great sense of humor. I just don’t know how she feels about me.”


  My eyes flew in a sleepy circle. If I had a dollar for every time I’d wondered that very same thing. “I know what you mean.”


  I was hoping my displeasure would subside after the short nap but it was even more potent. And the heart to heart with Steve didn’t help. I was literally starving for his quiet company. And the visual of his hard face softening into a grin kept cutting into my thoughts. It was despicable!


  The entire ride home I stewed, unable to decide if I was more upset by his absence or the absence of my self-control.


  



  *******


  



  When I walked into class the next morning, Stacey was in my seat. Instead of saying something, I resisted the urge to feel annoyed, turned my back, sat by Liz, and started a not quite pointless conversation, the point being that it kept my preoccupied thoughts occupied. But after a minute of recapping gem scenes in movies Liz and I had recently watched, Stacey interrupted our chat.


  “You’re in my seat,” she harped.


  I wondered if I was going mad but willingly moved without a word. Why would I argue about sitting in my own seat? However, when I flipped around and caught a view of the clock, I quickly realized the reason for her mind change. Class was about to start and he was missing, again.


  The bell rang, tests were administered, and the class fell silent.


  As much as I strained, I was in and out of quiz-taking focus. Was he sick? Did he fall off the planet? Imagining both classes without him spoiled the whole day. But I kept my head down and trudged through the test.


  I couldn’t help but notice however, how he arrested the attention of every girl, including minemy heartbeat doing this wild little skip-beat thingwhen he entered class with twenty minutes left and headed to the front.


  “Mr. Richards?” Mr. Rowland scolded as Nick grabbed a blank test from the corner of teacher’s desk. “May I ask why you’re so late on a test day?”


  I listened anxiously.


  But Nick walked away as if he hadn’t heard him. Rowland’s narrowing eyes double took him as Nick proceeded up the stairs, took his seat next to mine, and began the test. Aggravatingly, his hat was too low to read his face. I didn’t see him as a “slap on the wrist” type of guy anyway. I decided I would never know the reason for his recent flakiness since after his non-response to Professor Rowland, my nosiness was more afraid than curious, if that was possible. In fact, I could hear his response in my head, “It’s none of your business either, is it?”


  Five minutes before the bell, and to my utter astonishment, he slid his test onto my side of the desk.


  “Lunch” I read in black ink on the top corner of his paper.


  Was he asking me to lunch? If so, where was the question mark? I thought to ask why he didn’t show up for study group after asking me to bring popcorn, but I didn’t have the guts. I could barely hold onto my pencil as I scribbled a sentence on top of my test and slid it toward him.


  I watched his eyes glance over and read “Is that an invitation or an order?”


  My gaze rose, wobbling against the hint of mischief in his eyes, and then fell back down.


  As much as I tried to hold my emotion at bay, my cheeks lifted as I wrote “In that case, do I have a choice?”


  I could barely read his response since it was virtually impossible to see out of my heart-shaped pupils.


  “You have a choice, but only one”. He slid his test away before I looked away. When I realized I was leaning into him, I straightened quickly and found my test again. After a moment he looked over a second time. I nodded hesitantly and then focused back on my test, circling an answer to a question I hadn’t even read.


  Given that my body was being driven by him, I laid blame there when I caught my eyes right back where they craved to be: watching him take his test. Just before I turned away, his finger began to pat his nose. I started to look behind me and then realized it was my noseshriveled like a prunehe was referring to. Reflexively, I cupped my hand over the center of my face. He thwarted a grin while never taking his eyes off his test.


  Whatever it washis charisma, his overbearing confidence, that he paid attention to no one and so the attention he paid to me was flatteringmy body didn’t know how to respond. The only sufficient reaction was to sigh or scream and I couldn’t very well do either in the overcrowded room.


  Actually, his invitation didn’t make me feel I was the one he wanted to be with; rather I sensed I was a convenient passage of time, enough to please me with the idea that my company was mediocre to him. Or acceptable at least. But why was I concerned? Silly, we were only friends, if that. And it was all I wanted anyway.


  When the bell sounded I was still finishing my essay. It was virtually impossible to concentrate with the endless thoughts webbing through my brain. I managed to pluck out a witty, rhyming closing sentence and went to gather my stuff. He was already standing behind me.


  “Finished?” he asked as he grabbed my olive bag from the floor and swung it around his shoulder.


  “Did you finish?” I countered, realizing the impossibility of the feat. The token grin divulged nothing save a teasing mood in him.


  He held open the building door and I walked into daylight with self-conscious difficulty. A hot summer breeze flung my ponytail in my face, warming my mood. It would be another steamy day.


  I held my hair in place and offered, “Let’s take Penny.” After all, it was my turn to treat him to lunch.


  There was a little pause. “Who’s Penny?”


  “Oh, sorry. I meant to say, my car.” My arms fiddled and then folded.


  “Penny,” he repeated.


  “Yeah!” I laughed, shrugging my shoulder. “She’s penny colored, and it just stuck.”


  “Hm.”


  “Hm, what? Your truck, doesn’t it have a name? Something you call it?”


  “My uncle’s truck.” He curved his face toward me, evidently willing to own up to his next comment. “Eugene.”


  I laughed contentedly. “Why Eugene?”


  “Blue, like a pair of jeans. Guess it evolved from that.” By the way his face mocked I knew he thought it was ridiculous.


  “I like it,” I told him through a smile. “You said it was your uncle’s truck?”


  A silent yes.


  I knew he’d leave it there unless I pried. So, I pried. “Do you always use your uncle’s truck?” And I turned to him to claim a response.


  He stared ahead but I kept firm. After a while, almost reluctantly, he acknowledged my gaze. Then he stared forward again and answered, “My aunt and uncle live on a farm right outside of St. Louis. I help out with the farm work, a trade for using the truck.”


  I nodded, fiddling with my hair, finally deciding to share my emerging thoughts. “If you don’t want to do this, tell me. But there’s this big park just down the block.”


  “Forest Park.”


  “I’ve never been there,” I told him.


  Through his even face I could tell he approved of the suggestion. I sort of felt like this was the beginning of a genuine relationship with each other. I was conflicted, though. All the nice things he’d done for me thus far, and I still shrunk at the thought of trusting him. Either way, it was within my limits to stretch a friendship.


  I hadn’t a clue, by any stretch, that it would take twenty minutes of driving just to spot a parking lot. “This park is huge!” I cried.


  He was staring out the window toward a group of people walking down the road when he commented, “Five hundred acres larger than Central Park. Slow down, Speedy.”


  A second later I slammed my breaks on two adults who had begun walking through a crosswalk. “Oops.”


  Finally, I found a place to park, my eyes burning to take in the scenery, something I hadn’t formally done yet since my arrival. Naturally, right when we stepped out of the car I noticed in the distance a beautiful royal blue pond surrounded by thick, green grass and the most vibrant red flowers standing heavenward.


  “It’s beautiful!” I breathed out, walking faster than him toward the natural pool. As I moved closer, swirls entered my system, my strides turned into skips, and I cackled in contentment. I turned around, running backwards. Of course, his walk was casual, cocky even, in an uncaring sort of way. He was a ways behind. I beamed back as if to say, “I want to see the water” and then shuffled my feet toward the pond.


  When I got to the edgean abrupt one to two foot dropit took all my will power to stay aground. Having need to partake in some form of the makeshift ocean, however, I bent to my knees and leaned over, touching the blue liquid with my hand. I cupped the water and let it trickle between my fingers, thin and cold and thirst quenching, and then I submerged both hands, swirling the water into figure eights. Because my heartbeat was skyrocketing, I thought it best to retreat. It wasn’t near the ocean I’d been dreaming about, but it would do for now.


  Reluctantly, I got to my feet and slowly walked away from the water, glancing in all directions, now just as anxious to play with him as I was the water. But I couldn’t find him. I had a hunch he was watching me, so I casually scanned the place again, finally spotting him reclined under a tree. And, yep, he was studying me in that quizzical way he always did.


  As I approached I wasn’t expecting the firm look on his face. Hence I wiped off my grin and relaxed cross-legged under the tree beside him.


  “You found me,” he said, void of emotion.


  “Were you hiding?” I inquired playfully.


  “No. Just wanted to watch you look for me.”


  I laughed unevenly, daring a glance at him. “Is something wrong?” I asked. He couldn’t possibly know about the ocean . . .


  His fingers stroked his chin. The smirk from my daydreams finally surfaced.


  “What?” I asked.


  “Nothing,” he said.


  “Okay, something has to be done about your nothings and no responses because that only makes me more curious.”


  He fought with a smile, then returned to solemn. “You’re different.”


  “Different?” I questioned, wondering if this guy had some sixth sense. But there was no possible way he could know how different I truly was, so I made light of it. “Good different?” I smiled persuasively.


  “Oh yeah,” he teased without smiling. “Definitely good different.”


  But he was different too when outside of schoolnot as one-tracked, a little more lighthearted and more talkative, though his words were still superficial. But still, different.


  “What about you?” I managed to say even though he’d adjusted his hat and I got a brief but full view of his face. “Why aren’t you like this at school?”


  His face turned mildly interested. “Tell me what I’m like.”


  “You’re very . . . to yourself in class.”


  “I’m at school to learn, not fool around if that’s what you mean.”


  But since we weren’t at school I thought if I waited patiently he’d expound. I was wrong. So I settled for another question. “Have you always been so dedicated?”


  “I’m not sure how to answer that,” he said with a grin, his amusement seeming to stem not necessarily from my question, but the serious way I asked it.


  “Maybe just answer it truthfully,” I countered.


  His face stayed bent in a smirk, but I guess he decided to comply since he said after a while, “When I was younger I messed around a lot. Graduated from high school and had a choice to make.”


  “What kind of choice?”


  He thought for a moment, apparently deciding it was safe to answer. “Sports or education.”


  “What about architecture?”


  “Since I can remember, I’ve liked constructing plans in my head and sketching them on paper.”


  “I’ve noticed,” I admitted, for which he seemed to have already noticed.


  “That’s why I chose to come here,” he went on. “One of the top architecture programs.”


  “But what about sports?”


  I wondered if I’d said too much because he looked away vacantly, squinting into the distance. When I decided he wouldn’t answer, he finally did. “I love playing baseball. Nothing makes me happier.”


  “So you were forced to choose architecture? That’s horrible!”


  He arched an eyebrow. “Forced?” Then he laughed a little. But I could have sworn there was more to his amusement than a defense of his independence. “No. It was my choice.”


  “I don’t understand. If baseball was your dream, why would you . . . ” I broke off, trying to make sense of something that made no sense.


  “I figured architecture was the most stable career of the twoI’d have to work harder to be a successful architect.” He shrugged. “The decision felt right. And Washington University made sense with my uncle living here.” With that, he focused back on me. “I believe that’s why I’m ‘to myself’,” he mimicked.


  All of a sudden the unguarded moment was gone. His manner changed in a blink. But rather than turn careful, his behavior became lazy. He sounded almost sleepy when he said, “Enough about me, Nosy, let’s talk about you.”


  “I’m not nosy.” I laughed in a choppy cadence, hoping my response might change the subject but clearly aware that I’d missed my chance to discuss a trip to the coast. “I just like to ask questions.”


  “My turn to ask a few.”


  I knew this would be unavoidable. I needed to be careful about what I said, which was difficult amid his mind-dizzying presence. But I was confident I could do this. I had daydreams every day about growing up in a small town, what my youth would have been like, what kinds of friends I would have had. And besides, being brief and unspecific would be easy.


  “Okay,” I relented, trying to sound tough with mixed success while pulling on a few strands of grass. “But there’s nothing really extraordinary about me. I’m a normal person with a simple past.” And if lying were a visual sin, I’d have been marred from head to toe after that comment.


  “How about we start with this. You’re engaged?”


  “What?” My eyebrows creased with the unanticipated question.


  “What’s with the ring?”


  There must have been a glitch in vocabulary because my mind didn’t know how to process his inquiry. To make the moment worse, his heavy blue eyes were burrowing into mine like a badger. “Uh . . . Oh thaaaaat.” The words came out so obviously artificial it was laughable. I stared down at Creed’s gold ring, hoping it would explain itself so I didn’t have toor at least give me some help as to its explanation. “It’s a promise ring.”


  “Tell me about him.”


  I tugged on more grass blades. “Who.” The question came as a statement.


  “The guy you’re promised to.”


  “Oh, right, his name is . . . Creed?” This time, the statement came as a question. I was all over the place.


  “And he’s from Nevada City, too?”


  “Yep. He’s from home.” Focus, Heather!


  “Hm,” he responded, and I nodded as if to back myself up. “Why didn’t he come out here with you?”


  “He wanted to,” I answered fast. “But he had to stay home . . . because he’s still doing stuff out there.”


  “Mm.” Nick fully reclined, lifting his hands behind his head, relaxing against them, and then closing his eyes to the shade tree. “What stuff is he doing, out there?”


  “What’s he doing?” I searched my unsteady mind but there was nothing, pure white, as if my head was out of order. When I finally forced it to operate the only terms that came to mind were ones like dejavu, ocean dream, psychic . . . for the life of me I couldn’t think of anything ordinary. And with each passing second, my non-responsiveness made my mind more elusive. All I could do was pray Creed wouldn’t start whispering in my head and then suddenly appear.


  “He’s . . . ” I puffed out a shot of air, hoping my delivery didn’t sound as disjointed to his ears as it did to mine, “you know, dabbing into all sorts of different things.”


  “That’s nothing to be ashamed of, Heather. No one’s sure what they’re doing right out of high school,” he replied with closed-eyed sincerity. Then the sarcasm leaked through the lid. “I’m sure he’s a great guy.”


  “He is!” I bellowed, angry at his mockery and fighting the urge to think about the way his voice curved around my name. “And I am not ashamed of him.”


  “Alrighty,” he said with a laugh, his eyes still closed to the heavens. “But do you have something against grass?”


  A large pile of uprooted blades lay by my knee with a big divot of dirt near it; and my hands were ready to trench some more. “Oh.” I released my clenched fingers from the lawn, refilled the hole fast, and rubbed the residual off my palms before his eyes opened.


  But it was a battle now, one that I would win. “I’ve never met a better guy than Creed. He’s talented, smart, super athletic,” I lied, “extremely good looking. He’s practically perfect!”


  “He sounds great.” But rather than looking affronted, he seemed amused. “So, tell me again why he didn’t come out here with you.”


  My eyes immediately narrowed and my face filled with heat; he was winning and I was struggling. He turned his head toward me and began to chuckle in a way that both angered and pleased me.


  “Calm down,” he said without bothering to hide his smile. “I won’t talk about him anymore.” Maddeningly, he was forgiven before he asked to be. “But will he come out here and rescue you from me?”


  The air stilled. My breath caught. His gaze penetrated the silence.


  After a moment, his head went neutral and his eyes reclosed. But he spoke again, softly, low in his throat, and it tickled my ears, “Someone who’s not married and has a distant relationship, promise ring or not, is fair game in my book.”


  It was forward, comfortable for him, easy. My insides became warm and tingly and I could feel my face heat, but this time instead of a hot fuming rush, the heat playfully trickled upward. Because I hadn’t expected the quick exchange of emotion, I wasn’t prepared for the smile that began to slowly creep onto my face. Quickly I dropped my head, biting my lip even though his eyes were closed. Really, could I be any more out of control? How did he do it? He had impeccable self-discipline. As best as I could, I fought away the crimson and searched for a change of subject.


  “Oh.” Coming to mind was the subject that would provide the change. I reached in my pocket. “I wanted to show you something. You’re the first person to see it.” I proudly presented my newest purchase. “My first phone ever! I’m pretty excited.”


  Slowly, as if the world waited for him, he rolled onto his side in one easy motion. He took it from my hand and started playing with it.


  “What are you doing?” I asked curiously.


  “Putting my number in.”


  “That’s so neat!” I enthused. “Can I call you” I tried to catch myself, but he was already peering sideways at me with a look that said “You are the craziest girl on the planet”. Then he continued with the phone.


  Even in the shadow of the brim, I could see the contours and features of the face that forever lay hidden under the hat. Regardless of his eyes, which out of all his features seemed to have the most influence over me, his face was my type of perfection.


  Up close his skin was smooth, his jawline polished. Still, there was a distinctly raw look to himaccentuated by a two-inch scar just above and fading into his eyebrow. I vaguely recalled noticing the scar at the party, but it was a fleeting observation since it corresponded with my first genuine encounter with all of him, in his personal environment and without a hat. But a thorough inspection of the scar was now necessary.


  Unfortunately, just as I began a blatant examination, he handed back my phone. I tried to look away but it was a fraction late. To press through my embarrassment I blinked once or twice and then cleared my throat, prepping for a comeback to one of his bald-faced remarks. But he said nothing.


  We small talked about the park and I rambled about how beautiful everything was, from the grass to the fresh lake to the cascading trees and finally the red and yellow flowers lining the grounds. After a conversation on notable landmarks in St. Louisand a much-appreciated lesson on the layout of the areahe got up, extending his hand.


  “Hungry?”


  “Sure,” I returned cheerfully. And with a little hesitancy I placed mine in his, bracing for the jolt that came as our hands enmeshed.


  We walked around the lake, the warm breeze burning into my skin. While under the pleasant shade I hadn’t noticed how hot and sultry the day had become. The hair on top of my head blazed as we made our way to a small, zesty-smelling taco stand on the opposite end of the lake.


  “Try this.” He handed me a taco and I took a ready bite.


  “Mmmmmm,” I hummed, enjoying the punch of flavor. I let the bite seep into my taste buds, the perfect combination of citrus and cornmeal. “These are the best tacos in the world!”


  “Thought you’d say something like that,” he said, his lips almost appearing satisfied.


  As we retraced our path around the lake while finishing our tacos, the only thing preventing me from feeling complete bliss was the sweat pouring down my t-shirt, in the crevice of my back, and down my blue jeans. I wanted desperately to pull up my pant legs and loosen my shirt.


  Just then a gentle breeze off the lake pressed lightly against my backan effective teaser. I found myself leading Nick closer and closer to the water’s edge to garner as much of the cool air from the pond as possible.


  It was blistering now, the sun at its peak. As Nick watched me tug the back of my moist shirt, I inadvertently interrupted our conversation with my thoughts. “I’m so hot,” I confessed.


  Nick, now at the tippy-edge of the lake, gave a droll reply. “I agree, but I don’t believe it’s right for you to admit that you’re good looking”


  My embarrassment cut him off, “That’s not what I meant!”


  And then I did something rash, something I wouldn’t have done had I thought through it, something on impulse. I pushed himon purpose and directly toward the water. He obviously wasn’t expecting the sudden shove because he lost his balance at once.


  But his hands were quick and I found myself wrapped in them before I could lunge back. In that one falling sensation of a second I thought to myself, Is this really going to happen?


  And then we both fell sideways into the pond.


  When I surfaced, he was holding me up by my elbow, my hand strangling his bicep. I was choking, a result of laughing under water. The liquid had entered my eyes and my nose too, drowning all my perceptions. It didn’t help that the water was chin-high.


  He pulled me closer, the security of his arms as invigorating as the cool of the water. I should have been distressed by the nearness but the water seemed to serve as a protective barrier. Revitalized, I coughed less and laughed more, trying to apologize between a succession of cackles. When my eyes cleared I was grateful to see one of Nick’s rare smiles, his hat off and his hair soaked, little sparkles dripping off his forehead. The sun’s reflection off the glassy water made his eyes look shimmering as crystals, and I wanted with all my soul to know them.


  With my face closer to his than it had ever been, time suddenly paused and the park faded. The world narrowed to the two of us.


  But the pinch-me moment was shattered. “Get out of the water at once!” The loud voice startled us.


  I turned before Nick did, taking in from above a middle-aged man in a dark blue uniform with an average build and an accusing glare.


  “Swimming is not permitted!” he snapped.


  “Why not?” I politely questioned.


  “Because it’s not!” His stiff-straight arm pointed his finger to a barely visible sign half way across the lake’s perimeter that must’ve stated so.


  “Well, what if we promise not to swim?” I said, smiling playfully.


  His scowl melted somewhat but his staunch stance remained. “Cute.”


  “It’s so refreshing,” I frolicked. “Join us!”


  The officer took off his hat and wiped his forehead with his arm. “You could get a ticket for jumping in there,” he confided, much less abrasive this time. “You too,” he muttered at Nick.


  But Nick hadn’t acknowledged the officer yet. His face was fixed on mine, unquestionably amused by my mischievous antics.


  “Just so you know,” I began to confess, speaking to the officer but looking at Nick, “we didn’t jump in. We sort of . . . fell in.”


  “All the same ma’am,” the officer said kindly, “it’s against the rules.”


  My memory told me this wasn’t the first time I’d gone against the rules. In fact, I had an inkling once upon a time I was pretty good at breaking rules. “We’ll get out right away.”


  The officer continued, but in a new voice this time. The resonant voice boomed across the lake, screeching in my ears. “Completely against the rules. It’s been almost two years now, Doc. If she is in Reflection, when can we expect her to pull out of it?”


  My head jerked to the officer. “Pull out of what?” I cried back, unable to disregard the paranormal any longer.


  “The water, ma’am,” the office said in his usual voice.


  My head was filled with confusion and my body was five hundred pounds of skin, pushing and pulling against me every time I budged. “If I could move in this . . .” I mumbled to myself, drained and irritated by the craziness.


  As I struggled to balance, it began to happen. His voice began to enter my mind, quiet but clear. “And there’s a basement apartment where I live. I’m saving it for you, Heath, as soon as you get better, it’s yours.”


  Before I could avoid the thought of him, suddenly, behind the officer, in the distance, he appeared. It was the spookiest thing. As clearly as the officer, Creed was standing there, with that solemn, concerned face that muddled my insides. My buoyancy suddenly turned burdensome. I held my stare, unable to prevent myself from studying him, the puffy blonde hair I knew too well, my frightened, wondering face holding to his.


  “Ma’am?” I jerked my head toward the officer’s voice. “Do you need some help? Would you like me to escort you home?” He was eyeing Nick now.


  When I turned back, Creed was gone.


  Though I heard some honking cars in the distance, my face resurrected a calm grin. “We’ll be fine, sir. Thank you.”


  However, the weakening furthered when Nick released me and swam toward his hat a few yards away. I blew my breath against the water, straining on my tiptoes and weaving my arms for balance, hoping that would somehow keep the danger away, keep that sickening scariness from surfacing.


  But that same fatal feeling began to slither into my mind. I whipped my head around, my body like lead, imagining something terrifying swimming toward me. But there was nothing. I glanced around the water, around the park, certain the force was disheveling the trees and bushes, but nothing changed.


  I almost yelled for Nick.


  Instead, with sheer stubborn will, the muscles in my mind flexed out fast, grabbing hold of the first solid, peaceful thought it could find: the scene of my dream, and my feelings for the one in the dream with me. I clung to him . . . his voice, my desire for him . . .


  “Give me your hand,” he said at last.


  Lunging for Nick was instinctive, and he quickly pulled me close. At once my fading heart thumped steady. I closed my eyes to a moment of silent assessment, shaking off the weak, shallow sensations and regaining my balance.


  When the officer saw us making our way out, he strolled away.


  “We fell in, huh,” Nick taunted while jumping out with ease.


  As he pulled me up I re-examined the park, aware Creed was gone but still leery. After making sure, I returned my focus to the flooded moment. Both of us were sopping from head to toe, but only I shivered against the warmth of the sun.


  “I’m so sorry,” I began breathlessly as I wrung out my ponytail, “I didn’t mean to . . . ” I stopped, aware that Nick was walking barefoot in the grass. “Where are your shoes?” I gasped.


  “In the water,” he said as he rung out the ends of his t-shirt and shook his wet hair.


  “I can find them,” I mumbled, spinning toward the pond.


  But just before I jumped, he stole my hand. “You better not.”


  The gesture turned me around, bringing us within arm’s reach and all my focus on him. It was another mesmerizing moment for me. His hair was dark and dripping, his shirt was suctioned against his muscular torso, he looked wet and wonderful, and I felt awful and awestruck at the same time.


  “We wouldn’t want you to get a ticket.”


  In my mind I responded, “Whatever you say, Master.” But what came out was, “I can handle the ticket man.”


  “I’m sure you can but let’s save that for another day.”


  I wanted badly to find his shoes; I wanted badly to interrogate Creed, glancing toward the spot where he stood and hanging back to see if he reappeared, and, shocked to realize my hand was still cupped in Nick’s as we neared Penny, I wanted with all the want-power in my body to keep it there all day. As I fully returned to the present, I quickened my strides to match his, my flip-flops squish-squashing in the grass.


  “You all right?” he asked.


  I nodded, dealing with the disorder in my head.


  “In the water you looked like you saw a ghost or something.”


  I did see a ghost! “Uh, I don’t know how to swim,” I blamed, looking down to play out the drama rather than out of embarrassment.


  Nick gently squeezed my hand, the warm pressure giving my heart a leap.


  “I’ll drive,” he offered. “Keys?”


  “In the ignition,” I responded as if anywhere else wouldn’t make sense.


  “Should-a-guessed.” And then he opened the passenger door for me.


  “It’s almost two,” he informed me as my wet clothes slipped against the seats.


  “No way!” I cried. “I totally lost track of time! We missed class!” He, on the other hand, seemed less bothered with our irresponsibility. “I have to be at work in an hour.” That was something I absolutely couldn’t miss.


  His expression told me he wanted to know more.


  “In the office at my apartment building.” As we turned a sharp corner, sliding me off my seat, the familiar erratic clicking sound erupted from Penny.


  “What is that?” I inquired under my breath. We turned another corner, more clicking.


  “Sounds like your CV joints.”


  I eyed him in ignorance.


  “I can take a look”


  But my shaking head interrupted him. “I can take care of it.”


  “Don’t tell me, you’re a mechanic too?” he teased.


  “Maybe.” I smirked. But I hoped he wouldn’t hold me to it; I didn’t think I had ever fixed something that complicated. “I don’t want to be any trouble.” But when I watched a droplet of water drip from his hair, I started to laugh.


  It was stupid and yes, childish, but as I observed his wrist casually resting on my steering wheel with his fingers dangling laxly above my dashboard, the visual of him driving my car hit my feelings with a slap of thrills.


  Being with you feels like Christmas morning. I don’t want to go home. I’d much rather stay with you. You’re so calm, and you’re always under control. Even your driving is controlled. When we’re together I feel safe and outrageously satisfied . . .


  In front of my apartment, he began, “I’ll take your car home and pick you up for school tomorrow.” He handed over my olive bag.


  “Please don’t pick me up.” I took my bag from him. “You’re doing too much already. I’ll bum a ride from a neighbor. And I can catch a ride home, too.”


  “I’ll bring your car back tomorrow afternoon.”


  “You really don’t have to do this.”


  “I know,” he said with a confident gaze that was so thorough I was forced to look down.


  “Hey,” he called out as I was exiting Penny. “Lock your door tonight.”


  


  *******


  



  On my way out of the office after a long evening of work, I got a lecture from Bob the Boss. “Git some sleep tonight,” he ordered. “I see you up there on yer balcony ’til the wee hours. You need yer sleep.”


  I walked out laughing, obediently nodding but disobediently ignoring him.


  Chapter 8


  Slowly, and with effort, I trudged up the stairs after a long Thursday. I’d fibbed to Nick yesterday about getting a ride from a neighbor. I didn’t know any of them. Besides, a good, long walk once in a while was a treat.


  Accordingly, the half hour jaunt to school was a pleasant affair. But the walk home took forever. And I had used up all my energy keeping up with Damian on the jogging track earlier that dayan exhausting but inevitable task.


  To make matters worse, the jogging topic was on Damian’s older sister who was diagnosed with cancer two days prior. The conversation wore me out more than reason told me it should have. My brain felt exhausted, as if it were in combat, a duel of wills, my own versus my own, the one wanting to unlock the memories deadbolted in my head, the other warring to keep the memories safely locked in. The battle was draining. And discouraging. And I began to wonder if real life was more dispiriting than hope-filled. Was my life of freedom really worth fighting this hard?


  After Track class I bumped into Teacher Jerry who was walking to his office.


  “Hello, Heather. Where are you off to?” he asked as our paths crossed.


  “Hi, Professor. Just on my way home.”


  “A wonderful thought,” he remarked with a twinkly smile. And boy, was he right.


  He continued, “Do you pass through the quad?”


  “Um, yeah.”


  “Splendid. Walk with me.”


  I immediately decided what I loved about Teacher Jerry was his ability to make someone feel utterly comfortable while walking in silence.


  As we walked, I watched a baby bird descend from a leafy branch and land awkwardly in a mud puddle, considering the parallels between my life and this little bird.


  “What are your plans after graduation?” he asked.


  I chuckled, knowing my answer would negate any previous regard he had for me. Regretfully I told him, deciding it was pointless to deceive someone so nonjudgmental. “I can’t decide what I’m doing next week, let alone in four years.” And then my thoughts expounded, “If life were just a little bit . . . ”


  “Easier?”


  I’d said too much. But what was new? “I don’t know. More predictable. Maybe if it just made more sense.”


  “How so?” he asked.


  Did he have an hour to spare? But I quickly voiced my leading thought. “Why is my car broken down all the time? Why can’t it just stay fixed? And, okay, take my friend’s sister. I just found out she has cancer. Why? What’s the point of someone having to go through that?”


  A small pebble went flying off the front of my shoe, and I felt a little silly next to my distinguished, aged Professor. “And why is it so impossible to say and do all the right things all the time?”


  “Go on.”


  The mini discouragements that had been working on me over the past little while were slowly unloading from my body. Did he really want to hear all this? But I found myself readily adding, “Relationships. Why are they so hard?”


  “And?”


  “And” I wanted to keep venting, to tell him about all my problems, everything. I went with the safe and condensed version. “I guess I sort of feel like I’m on this road of my life. And I’m trying to get somewhere, somewhere significant. And I know I have to stay on the road in order to get there, but there are so many bumps and bends.”


  “Bumps and bends. Yes, well, they’re necessary.”


  “Why? Why does everything have to be so hard?” I failed to mention that at times giving upon my freedom, all my dreams, and the confusionfelt like the easiest way.


  “Confounding as it sounds, giving up only makes life harder.”


  Had he heard my thoughts? I glanced toward him, but his eyes were busy with nature.


  “Life has to be hard, Heather, in order for you to grow.”


  I sighed. “But why?”


  We caught each other’s eyes. I could practically see the wisdom running through his, almost as if it had legs.


  “Let’s take our muscles as an example. Something has to oppose a muscle in order for it to strengthen, right? For us to become strong we face the opposition, the bumps and the bends.”


  “So what you’re saying is that I need to keep face-planting in the mud and then my life will improve?”


  “Not exactly.” He chuckled. “Perhaps I can put it this way. Your life doesn’t improve by avoiding all the bad. What makes you grow, Heather, is the fight against that bad.”


  Why couldn’t all the bad and confusing stuff just go away? But I decided it couldn’t. And it wouldn’t. And I realized he was ultimately right. Making it past some form of “the mud” makes a person stronger and wiser.


  “Heather, life is not easy; nothing worthwhile is. You have so much heart. Never let that die.”


  His words sunk deep into my chest, his counsel meaningful in unexplained ways.


  “Here we are,” he said at last. The road forked, one path traveling in the direction of my apartment, the other toward a narrow white office annex on the brow of a grassy knoll.


  Before I could thank him, he was already entering his office.


  Although Teacher Jerry’s pep talk had worked its magic on my attitude, especially as I mulled over his words on the walk home, I arrived there plum worn out. Needless to say, I was anxious to change into sweats, flop on the couch, and settle into the clutches of a well-written book.


  Unfortunately, when I turned my apartment’s rigid door handle, I immediately remembered triggering the locks before I left that morning. I flung my bag around to fish for the keys . . .


  The realization came in the form of opposites:


  Oh no! Nick has my keys, and there’s no telling when he’ll be here.


  and


  Yes! Nick has my keys, and that means he’ll be here!


  In any case, my body clutched the door handle and turned harder, pushing against the wood. I also thought of taking the handle apart but lacked even a makeshift screwdriver.


  Surprisingly, my mind wasn’t discouraged. Exhausted, yes, but still enthused. Teacher Jerry’s comments were fresh on my mind: Push against the opposition. What makes you grow is the fight! I realized I enjoyed having that freedom to push and fight at my own will. It was a liberating and rewarding exercise in life, and it was remarkable how quickly the solution came this time.


  At once I ran down the stairs, trekked around the building to the backside, and located my bathroom window, which was easy to spot despite all the protruding balconies: the only one on the second floor without curtains. And just as I recalled, slightly ajar.


  As my mind mapped out a climbing path to the open window a short distance up and left of the deck’s edge, my stomach began to bubble excitedly. Scaling two decks would be easy. But standing on the edge of the railing, launching myself across the gap, and then hoisting my feet up and through the window would be the tricky part. I began to giggle, tickled there was such an exhilarating opposite to tedium. I was also pleased with my ability to delete all the residual negativity in my head.


  My olive bag flew off and landed in the weeds against the apartment foundation. I then snapped off a stick from a nearby tree. Even with the stick in hand, the first railing was simple to mount. But on the second deck I had a little difficulty. I hung with one foot up and one foot suspendedtrying to hold in my amusement at the sight of myselfuntil I rallied enough momentum to hoist up my other foot. When I finally managed this, I got stuck once again, sideways this time, swinging like a monkey and telling myself it wasn’t very smart to laugh so hysterically in my current position. I found enough composure to finally hurdle my body up and over the rail, at last settling my feet on the deck. I pressed a steadying hand against my back door, finally deciding I really needed to get control of myself, which only made it harder to stop laughing. What a circus act I was!


  Still grinning, I leaned over the rail, glanced at my bathroom window and then directly below where two large bushes grew. Worst-case scenario: land in the bushes and receive a few good scratches. I climbed atop the narrow rail with the stick in my mouth, balancing like I was on a tightrope. Then I leaned over and used the tree branch to slide the window open. In final preparation for the jump, I chucked the stick over my shoulder. Weird, I thoughtwithout thinkingthat I didn’t hear it land.


  “Here we go,” I chanted like a drill sergeant, slanting my arms toward the open window. And then, with my game face on, I coached, “Come on, Heather.”


  My toes pushed off the rail, both hands catching the corner of the frame with precision and my legs swinging back and forth, brushing along the rough brick, which painfully but thankfully slowed the momentum. I carefully repositioned my scored hands and started crawling my feet up the wall.


  But I quickly realized the window was too narrow for my foot to catch.


  After a resting second, I optimistically attempted another foot hook without any headway.


  Admittedly, I was prepared for the task to be a challenge, but I wasn’t prepared for the inability to accomplish it. Pessimism, even the smart kind, just rarely entered my mind.


  After a couple minutes, my torn elbows, trembling hands, throbbing fingers, and thwarted grip persuaded me to abort my mission and head back to the deck.


  But after a few attempts to reach my leg back to the rail, my squished mouth verbalized a couple choice words that meant the railing was too far. Consequently, I dangled there, stuck.


  Right as I was about to consign myself to a bushy grave, a voice broke in, just loud enough to prick my ears, sending a pulse of shock waves underneath my skin. “So, what’s the plan from there?”


  Automatically my leg flung toward the railing again, but slipped right off, even more awkwardly than before. He’d witnessed the entire circus act, of this I was certain. My eyelids closed against the humiliation. Wishing with all my wish-power to disappear, I continued to dangle from the ledge, more irritated with the faint snicker from below than my slipping hands.


  I wrinkled my nose to protest my response. “I . . . I’m not sure.”


  “That’s not like you. You have a solution for everything.”


  Though as a rule his words sent my lips skyward, this time I grimaced with each one. I could picture him, that irresistible smirk on his lips, steadying the emotion on his face, entertained with his front row seat to my silliness. Without question he was massaging his chin and probably wondering why he bothered with such a senseless girl. But Miss Senseless continued to hang, kissing the stucco and grasping the windowsill for dear life.


  Then I grasped what was truly going on. “You are in big trouble!” I yelled so there would be no question he heard. And by his response, he definitely heard.


  He burst out, apparently unable to hold it in any longer. It wasn’t uncontrolled. To most it probably sounded like a small chuckle. But I’d spent enough time with him to gather that he was, first, considerably amused with me, and second, too considerate to say what he was really thinking, Wouldn’t that be you in trouble?


  “You have my keys!” I accused, answering his mild rebuke. “And thanks to you, I locked my door this morning.” I cleared my throat to indict him, but that only made me lose my grip even more, my arms burning and my hands at last numb. And slipping rapidly. Still, I resisted calling out for help as long as possible though clearly he would wait as long as it took.


  Really, neither of my two options was more invitingeither fall to the ground and crash like an idiot or receive his help.


  Very reluctantly, I elected for the latter.


  “Okay,” I finally gave in, “I’m stuck.”


  My comical comment thrust me into his eyes: watching a girl hanging two stories high, her head cocked back so the scrapes on her nose wouldn’t worsen, her legs flopping, lifeless. My hilaritythough imperative at the moment to keep within certain boundscame with more force than his. And what was the use in trying to hold it in? I knew me well enough for that. So I just let it flow.


  “Come help me!” I squealed, leaning my head back in a fit of giggles. “I’m going to fall!” But he was already on his way.


  From the corner of my eye I watched the masculine grace of his movements as he climbed the balcony. He was on the deck in a blinka natural athlete.


  Rather lax for the circumstance, I greeted, “Hi.”


  He smiled slightly and then scratched his head in such a way that I knew the “Miss Senseless” thing was right on. “Hi,” he responded.


  “Hi,” I repeated. And then we both laughed.


  His lips settled in a smile, not the half-grin, but bigger this time. Even so, they were closed together in complete control. But to see a genuine smile because of meokay, at me, but still, it was worth it.


  In a matter of seconds I took the rest of him in, disregarding my throbbing hands. A faint grease mark hid in the scruff below his lipsobviously his morning head been spent with Penny. He wore a grubby, faded green t-shirt that fit his body tighter than his usual shirts.


  Yet it was his eyes that kept me. I knew better than to look straight in them, though I never could resist. They were magical eyes, magnets to mine. And they got me every time.


  “How about we get you down before you fall,” he said with a trace of concern. But I felt carefree; I always did when he was around.


  He dropped my book bag that was slung over his shoulder and then promptly leaned over the rail. With a small fling of my body, I was firmly and easily in his arms. Contrary to the distress his touch used to bring, the gesture felt much like immersing in a jacuzziscalding at first and then a sudden rapture of warmth. Holding the sides and back of his shoulders, I secured my feet as he gently released me.


  “Thanks,” I obliged.


  A laugh was right behind his lips and I waited for it. But true to form, it didn’t surface.


  “Quite determined, aren’t you?” He picked up my bag and pulled out a small, gold key from the front pocket. “I put it in there last night. Should have told you.”


  Then he went to unlock the door, but it slid right open.


  Of all my brainless actions . . . ugh! Too wrapped up in the moment to remember to use logic, too impatient to be patient and incorporate all my faculties, I had messed up again. This would never happen to him. He was much too composed to ever under-evaluate a situation. He must think I’m an idiot, I told myself. If only I could tell him everything I was dealing with . . .


  But the understanding look on his face was telling enough.


  As he held the door for me, my attention was drawn to a bright red, semi-dried mark on his knuckles. “What in the dying world is that?” I cried as I seized his hand and twisted it toward me.


  He looked at me as if I were insane.


  I responded quickly. “I mean” I looked up at him nervously, then quickly back down at his wound, “is that blood?”


  He glanced at his fist, brought his hand up, and then casually sucked the wound clean. “It’s nothing. Happens all the time when I work on cars.”


  “I’ll get a band-aid. I saw some in the office downstairs.”


  “I’m fine.” He paused. “But you might need one.” He pointed to my sleeve. I lifted my elbow where a bright red pool stained my pink cotton shirt.


  “Oh, wow, okay.” My voice was unsteady. “I’ll be right back.” I paced the room, preparing for something to happen, understanding the connection between an injury and my mysterious vulnerability. I paced the room, preparing for the beeping sounds. But they never came. “Just” I pointed a tense finger at him “stay here. Okay? Okay,” and then walked out the front door, forgetting to close it.


  On my way back from the office it hit me. I was halfway up the stairs when I dropped to my rear, as if a ton of bricks landed on my head and pounded me into the ground. It came from Teacher Jerry’s words, fresh on my mind: “You have so much heart. Never let that die.” And then my mom’s admonition in the dream: “Keep the beeping strong and steady.” The dream was trying to tell me something. It was referring to my heartbeat. If I kept it beating, everything would turn out okay. At first it didn’t make sense, but then I realized that if I focused, I could hear a constant heartbeat in my head. It wasn’t so much that I could hear it, because that wouldn’t make sense. Rather, I could sense it, the pulse on my wrist, in my neck, at my fingertips. Like a piece of jewelry you can’t feel on your body unless you focus on it. Nothing more than that. Ordinary enough. My heartbeat!


  I ran up the stairs elated with my discovery. I reasoned that if I could constantly hear my heartbeat, I now suddenly owned the ability to manage my life, to keep myself safe. And at least one of my quirks now had a source.


  When I walked into my apartment, door wide open, I was much less jumpy than when I’d left. I marched straight to Nick and, with newfound confidence, nestled by him on the couch.


  “Here.” I presented a band-aid.


  He surrendered his fist and I placed the bandage around the knuckle of his first finger.


  “Thanks.”


  I began to open a second band-aid for the next bloody knuckle but his hands snuggled mine, preventing them. I glanced up, his eyes instantly cuddling me inward. “That’s good. Can’t have more than you,” he teased.


  I responded with no response; a response too often produced by him. Finally, and right back to being out of control and fearing my feelings, I unwrapped my eyes from his and ambled to the kitchen to throw away the wrapper. In passing, I noticed car keys on the counter.


  “My keys?” I said to the garbage can under the sink. “You fixed Penny already?” I crossed the counter and quickly headed back to the couch, impatient to be near him again.


  “She’s fixed,” he told me.


  “So it won’t make that clicking sound any more?” He shook his head. “You’re amazing. I want you to teach me how to fix cars.” He sneered at me like he always did. I plopped beside him, a little peppier than I had expected. “How can I repay you?”


  “A ride home,” he began, looking quite at home lounging on my couch. “And a Snickers,” he added.


  “Okay,” I promised, chuckling. “And, no problem, I’ll take you wherever.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Thank me?” I cried. “Thank you!”


  After dropping him off way too soon, I deliberated over my bleeding injury, particularly because it wasn’t my elbow or my scraped up nose that stung. Rather, the inside of my arm at my elbow crease throbbed like a needle had pricked me. But the phantom discomfort wasn’t intense enough to remain at the forefront of my thoughts.


  That’s because I couldn’t stop thinking about Nick. Penny rode so smoothly I wondered if he had rebuilt her entire engine. Even the rattles were gone. I thought of him fixing her, his thoughtfulness, his lax laugh, the way his frustrated focus lightened when I did something dumb. I’d never beheld anyone so extraordinary. Surely a candy bar wouldn’t be enough to express my affections.


  My thoughts were interrupted by a jingling sound. At first I crouched over to look for Nick’s phone, but then I realized it was mine. My first call! I reached in my pocket and, while maneuvering the steering wheel with my knees, excitedly pressed the green button.


  “Hello?”


  The other end was silent. I eagerly repeated myself, wondering who could possibly know my number besides Nick. A barely audible, familiar voice spoke.


  “Heath, it’s me.”


  “Nick?” But I knew it wasn’t.


  “Heather, please, wake up.”


  I knew the voice as well as I knew my own. I didn’t dare say his name for fear the scary feeling would rise up against me. “Who is this?”


  No one replied.


  “Hello?” I said again.


  But when I brought the phone away from my ear and looked at its face, I read, “Call ended”.


  I battled to keep Creed’s memory far from my present. Yet, for a couple of hours the incident worked on my mind like horror movies did, with unrealistic but disturbing thoughts.


  After work I finished my homework and watched TV. Because I kept pondering on so many uncertaintiesmy lack of self-control, my heartbeat, why it slowed whenever hallucinations of Creed surfaced, why I couldn’t talk to him, how my heartbeat steadied or spiked when Nick was nearI couldn’t fall asleep. My mind labored to understand how I could govern myself like Nick, with such evenness. Wherever his self-discipline came from, there wasn’t such a place in me.


  The mental auditing and personal goal setting continued into the night: self-mastery, less fantasizing, no more impulsive reactions, this went on for hours. The last goal I remembered setting was to go to bed early and rise early. I had noticed that my mind was sharper in the early morning compared to the late hours of the night.


  The last time I looked at the clock it read three twenty AM.


  When I woke just before one in the afternoon I discovered I’d taken another unwanted vacation from both Friday classes and had two hours to kill before work. Using my frustration as a passport to action, I decided to pay a visit to Nick’s house the next day and bring him both a Snickers and the gift I’d decided onlate the night before while my mind traveled in circlesto express my gratitude.


  During work that night Bob the Boss had anything but gratitude for me. Through a rough coughing spell, he chastised me for not writing receipts for all the day’s rental payments. I meant it as a shortcut, cataloging it only in the master book. I hadn’t realized he needed the carbon receipts for tax purposes. The reprimand was deserved; I’d made a mistake. His pitch was harsh but his tone was mild. It was done out of justness, and I didn’t mind it. It made me want to do better, not rebel. And even though he’d never complimented me outright, the little things he did, like bring me a snack when I worked late or turn off the air conditioning when I was cold, showed he cared. I wanted to do my best for the mellow old man.


  



  *******


  



  Saturday, I woke early to a beautiful, clear morning. It was a new day. My new day: a plentiful twenty-four hours to do whatever I wanted.


  I decided a jog was in order.


  The fresh outdoor air filled my lungs with a sweet renewal of energy. It was already hot, but pleasant compared to the usual blazing afternoon sun.


  As I jogged down the street arranging my day in my mental planner, my attention was drawn to a plush yard with a flourishing garden and lovely red rose bushes growing over a wooden lattice arch. When the flowers came within a few paces, my nostrils drenched with fragrance, forcing me to stop. Up close, the red of the rose was exceedingly deep. My fingers reached out and stroked the ruby petalssilken ecstasy.


  I began to daydream . . . but I tossed the nonsense out of my brain and returned to reality, suddenly proud of myself. As reward, I moved my face near a single rose, closed my eyes, and opened my nose to the full aroma. The sweet whiff of bouquet filled my lungs. I’d never beheld anything so glorious; I was deliciously in love.


  With my eyes closed, I suppressed the desire to return my thoughts to my imagination. I shook out my head and then opened my eyes to fight off what my thoughts wanted.


  But my hands just had to have a rose. Nothing could stop them.


  When I clasped the stem, something immediately poked at my fingertip and I recoiled in pain. My finger went into my mouth and my tongue pressed the wound. I checked my finger to see a small bead of blood on its tip, and then the rose with small insulting spikes protruding out of its stem. There it was, a thorn in the rose, a defense of sorts, an obstacle, like the awful before the wonderful or the misery before the miracle.


  I walked home injured, both my finger and my pride. But I had the perfect elixir. I showered and dressed fast, stopped by the mall for a few items, and then drove straight to Nick’s house.


  



  



  “The Roses,” Dr. Adam’s whispered, looking across the hospital room at the bright red roses on the side-table.


  “What about them?” Heather asked, reaching for the large drink container and then sipping some water through the straw.


  “Darn it. I told myself not to interrupt. I’m sorry. Please, continue with your story.”


  “It’s fine. What’s so important about the roses?”


  “Don’t you see? All the times you said you smelled flowers, and the rose perfume? You weren’t smelling rose perfume at all. You were smelling the roses from this room.”


  “Wow. Do you think?”


  “Yes, yes I do. And since we’re discussing this, I might as well add that I hope your making all of the same connections that I’m making. The pricks and pokes of the needles, Creed’s voice and the doctor’s voices, your loud and clear heartbeat from the heart monitor . . . ”


  “To be honest, it’s hard enough to concentrate on all the details, let alone try to figure out what they mean. But yes, some of them are obvious to me now.”


  “Let’s go on then, shall we? And I’ll do my best to hold my comments. Where were we? You were on your way to his house . . . ”


  



  



  “It’s open,” I heard someone yell after knocking on the front door.


  I turned the handle and stepped out of the bright sunlight into darkness. I remained in the entry, allowing my eyes to adjust, and vaguely focusing on a male silhouette in the far room. When my pupils finally dilated, they froze in place. Right before my eyes was a broad, very defined, and very bare chest.


  I stood stationary, mortified, trying to pull my eyes away. Finally, my focus began darting here and there, not quite sure where to go. In place of my knees loosening, my mouth let loose. “Don’t you have a shirt?”


  “Not a well thought-out question,” he eventually said, the same “he” who was leaning across the couch half-naked. He fiddled with a white bundle and continued with a sarcastic edge, “You can come in and close the door.”


  “Uh, yeah. I’m just . . . waiting . . . ”


  “For?”


  “For you to put a shirt on.”


  “Come on,” he said as he pushed his arm into the shirtsleeves. “You’ve seen a guy with his shirt off before.”


  My eyes wouldn’t behave, and they readily watched him raise the t-shirt over his bare muscles and pull it over his head. Don’t. Don’t say it. But it came out anyway. “Yeah, but they didn’t have a chest like yours.” Stupid girl!


  Nick, now fully clothed, rested near the couch and a flat cardboard box. “You’re a surprise,” he said, his tone implying nothing.


  “Sorry to interrupt.” I frowned a smile, walking forward and not anticipating the instant feeling of shame from the recollection of my first partyand last drink. Still, I walked forward. But because my procession felt increasingly akin to walking in a men’s bathroom, I was wholly reconsidering my decision to come. I shambled to the couch and sat as far away from him as the leather allowed.


  When I really took him in, this time something past his features captured me, as if the mask of his face were stripped away, exposing the real himan innately patient person, and thoughtful if not straightforward, with a stirring combination of the tough and the tender. My feelings filled with rich serenity and a light turned on inside my soul.


  “I brought you something.” I took the Snickers out of the plastic bag and threw him a line drive underhand. He caught it square. “It’s for fixing Penny, though it’s hardly compensation.”


  “It’s perfect,” he hummed.


  I hid my rosy face in the bag, fishing something else out of the plastic. “And I brought you something else, too.” I pulled out the brown flip-flops the store salesman told me any guy would look “stylin’ in” and handed them to him. “This is to make up for pushing you into the lake.” Again, I couldn’t force away a smile.


  “Now I have to share my pizza with you,” he said, his playful side suddenly checking in.


  I chuckled intermittently as he pushed the box toward me.


  How I remembered, I wasn’t sure, but I was certain I didn’t like sausage on my pizza. I peeled off a few and went to put them on the cardboard. But instead Nick put his piece in front of me and I placed them on top.


  While scarfing down my first food of the day, I noticed pencil marked papers scattered around him without the usual structural designs.


  “What are you working on?” I asked in between bites.


  “The poem that’s due Monday for our writing class . . . Decided I’m not the best poet.”


  “Oh yeah. I did mine a couple days ago.” At his tormented face I chuckled, realizing my blunder. “I can help you if you’d like,” I rebounded. “I’m good at poetry.”


  “I was thinking you might have a knack for this stuff.” His eyes spoke as if to finish his sentence with “Yes, Heather, I was thinking about you”. Or maybe he was simply pleased at the thought of someone helping him with homework. In the end, it really didn’t matter. With him, my ego was caught somewhere between his eyes and the rest of him.


  He pushed the pizza box out of the way. Leaving my comfy, safe seat, I slid down and planted myself beside him.


  “Something’s on your nose,” he said, and then he lifted his hand to wipe it off. I jerked away quickly, shielding my nose and wanting my safe seat back.


  “Oh, that,” I said, trying to sound offhand. “It’s a scratch from . . . the exterior of my apartment building.”


  I cut into his titter with a dismissive, “Yeah, yeah,” relieved that I had dodged more intimacy.


  He lifted a piece of scribbled-on paper. “I need something that rhymes with ‘ready’.”


  “That’s easy,” I confessed. “Keep the beeping steady.”


  A second later I knew I’d made the biggest blunder yetmore thoughtless than breaking into my apartment with the backdoor unlocked.


  I closed my eyes and coached, Come on, Heather, on your toes. You must be on your guard. You can’t trust anyone! I was becoming too comfy around him, dangerously comfy.


  “Hm.” His eyebrows crinkled. “The beeping? Meaning, a heartbeat?”


  “No. Yeah. Like, don’t die. Like you need to fight to stay alive.” Oh wow, Heather; worst save yet.


  He looked at me with a quizzical eye. “Do you realize you talk about mortality a lot? In the most arbitrary situations.”


  “I guess I’m just a random person.”


  He tssk’ed his mouth. “And that’s why I like you.” Then he began unwrapping his candy bar.


  But he wouldn’t get off that easy. This wasn’t the first time I’d wondered why he paid more attention to me than others. So I blurted out, “Why do you like me?” I sat back with my arms folded, secretly flabbergasted by my boldness.


  “Already told you,” he said, after which he took a first bite. I popped up my eyebrows, anxious to hear. “You’re different.”


  My brows instantly dropped. “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”


  “If you want it to be.”


  “I guess different could be good,” I admitted.


  “You’re just you. I like that.”


  My hands traced the auburn stitching on the black couch, mulling over his words. I was me, yes, but much more complicated than “just”.


  “Why do you like me?” he said in sheer composure after taking another chocolaty bite. Was it that obvious?


  At any rate, I smiled underhandedly. “I’ll tell you, after you share that with me.”


  He imparted a smile-less chuckle, our thoughts blending.


  “Maybe,” he began again, taunting me by unwrapping the candy bar some more, “you tell me why you like me, and then I’ll give you half.”


  “Wow. An entire half?” I mocked. Evidently he wasn’t aware of my competitive edge. “Or,” I said, changing my position as if settling in for a long debate. Then all in one motion, I leapt up, stole the candy bar from his hand, and flung myself around the couch.


  “Should’ve seen that coming,” he muttered to himself.


  “Yep!” I agreed with a wide grin, hopping from side to side and calling him on. Then I took a hearty bite just to rub it in.


  “You know what happens to candy bar thieves?” he said, slowly rolling onto his stomach and then pressing himself up.


  “Nothing if they’re not caught,” I said over a gooey bite and a giggle.


  His face wore a crooked grin and I could feel my hands squeezing the chocolate bar in response. All the same, I was ready. As he studied me, his hands gripped the side of the couch and his frame nestled in a crouched position, prepping for an attack.


  When I goaded him with another dramatic bite, his slow, easy movements picked up speed.


  I ran around the couch in the opposite direction, cackling and trying to chew at the same time. When he jumped on the couch cushion toward me, I screamed, jumping over a beanbag and escaping through the hall into a bedroom.


  After leaping over a large bed, I crashed into him on the other side. My emotion doubled as I bumped hard into his chest and went flying at an odd angle. We fell in a sideways embrace onto almost the floor, but his strength guided us to the edge of the bed instead, and we rolled to safety. I wasn’t any help. I was in hysterics, laughing so hard I couldn’t breathe. It didn’t help that he ended up on top of me.


  Then, with a shock of fear, I realized he was on top of me. Trying not to be obvious, I peeked down at our touching bodies. My shirt gathered on the sides of my torso, exposing my mid-section near his hand, his t-shirt stroking my skin.


  I wondered if his hands would scorch my skin, or if hands were altogether an exception to the closeness rule. Everything else seemed to be covered adequately. I breathed a quiet sigh of relief, sharing a lighthearted expression and another uncontrolled giggle.


  He, on the other hand, was completely collected as he pulled himself upward, his knees straddling my torso to bear his weight. At once our eyes met. The intimate contactand on a bed at thatwas ticklish enough. Adding eye contact was like being hit on a funny bone in my mind. As a result, I giggled some more.


  “When I was younger,” he launched, “my older brother, Johnny, used to play this game with me. It’s called the torture game.” In the midst of my giggle my eyes widened. “He’d pin me to the ground until I answered all his questions. Wanna play?”


  I was half amused and half leery, though by my laughter he certainly thought I was wholly amused. “I’m not sure if I wanna play,” I coughed out through more cackles. The giggle monster undoubtedly had me.


  “Since you have no choice,” he grinned mischievously and I swallowed a baseball, “let’s begin. What do you like about me?”


  I didn’t particularly want to tell him, but I also couldn’t stall for fear “the torture game” involved some form of punishment I wanted to avoid, especially if it included touch. Out of all the inappropriate reactions, I could not stop laughing.


  But the build of my emotion finally produced a flirtatious face. “Among other things, your voice.”


  “See, that was easy,” he replied, and I giggled at his words. “And you could’ve had half my candy bar.”


  Half a giggle. By the way, where was the candy bar? More giggling.


  But he went on, “What do you like to do for fun?”


  That answer was more difficult to furnish. One, if I spoke I’d burst out laughing; and two, I didn’t want answers from both the first and second question to stroke his ego. The only other thing that came to mind was something I’d done two nights ago.


  “I like to watch tennis on TV.” A big smile, but no giggle, yet.


  “Interesting,” he said, and my giggle seeped out. “Do you have brothers or sisters?”


  “I have a younger brother.” The memory burst open. “His name is Max.” I smiled. “You’d like him. He plays instruments.”


  My eyes widened. It was a detailed memoryMax, practicing his trumpet in a bedroom next to mine. And then a father’s fury yelling at Max to stop the ruckus. Also surfacing was not my father specifically, but my feelings toward him. They weren’t friendly. And that was it. No more, no less.


  Nick adjusted his position on the bed, for my comfort no doubt, though our proximity was even more comforting than I’d fantasized. I brought myself back to the moment, knowing I would have to be in top form to get through the next few questions.


  “And your parents?”


  The giggle monster had finally relented. “My mom, Rose, she is amazing. You’ll have to meet her someday; she’s a riot. We have a good time together. My parents have a really good marriage, so that helps.” My vague memory told me that was far from true, but it also told me that I wanted it to be true, and so out came the lie. I quickly continued, thinking my next words might somehow vouch for my former words. “People say I’m a lot like my mom.”


  “How so?”


  “She likes to laugh and find the fun in things.” Which is pretty easy with you around, I silently added.


  His face turned reflective; it was a tender look for him. “You’re lucky.”


  “Yeah, I guess so.”


  My thoughts must have been elsewhere because he caught me completely off guard, bringing my arms above my head and securing them with one hand while leaning over me. I let out a screaming laugh.


  “You know what I think,” he said as I struggled underneath him, laughing too hard to put up much of a fight. “I think you”


  The door flung open.


  The intruder’s eyes glanced up, and then quickly looked down. “Sorry, dude,” he said in a hollow, low voice as if he’d just interrupted a wedding ceremony. Then he went to close the door, hesitating.


  Nick jumped off the bed and pulled me up with his hand, snuggling me into him. My laughing ceased as I suddenly realized with an uppercut of embarrassment, that the room we occupied wasn’t Nick’s. But my thoughts quickly diverted to how amazingly well our bodies fit together, like a perfect pair of blue jeans.


  “You guys know each other?” Nick said.


  “How’s it goin?” Meat said in his low, voluminous voice.


  I recognized Meat right away and smiled a greeting.


  “Nick talks about you all the time,” Meat promptly announced. As he turned to exit, he went on, “Boy’s so whipped! It’s embarrassing.” Then his fist came to his mouth and his large belly began bouncing up and down.


  I felt Nick’s easy chuckle, obviously used to Meat’s heckling.


  Actually, Nick seemed more entertained than embarrassed. And when Meat walked down the hall making a whipping sound, Nick tugged me closer and then released me, not a hint of distress in his moves. And though I understood the gag and was equally amused, in the private sanctuary of my soul I knew it was too good to ever be true.


  And lying to him about my past was not good. A hole was being dug. My actions around him were utterly unpredictable, almost as unpredictable as his.


  As I was leaving, he again did the utterly unpredictable. He said he’d call tomorrow, and then, when he extended his hand to walk me outside, my hand rose to his face and my arm burned under his lips, the heat passing through my body like a shot of molten lava into my veins. He kissed memy handhe kissed my hand. In the tender area at the very edge of my inner wrist. Intimate but careful, as if he knew exactly how to handle me.


  The fire remained the entire drive home.


  Without meaning to, I found myself comparing him to Creed, probably since that was the only association I really remembered. Nick’s friendship gratified me in a similar way Creed’s did, and yet very differently. Both relationships were sincere, satisfying, and stimulating. But the quality of those feelings was superior with Nick. For instance, Creed’s sincerity came from our long-time friendship, whereas Nick’s came from an innate genuineness. And Nick satisfied me not only with his company, but when I was without it, too. And Creed’s touch was as devoted as rain to a flower. Nick’s touch, on the other hand, was as powerful as a bolt of lightening in a thunderstorm.


  But the significant differences were the subtle ones. Like how my breathing went shallow when Nick was near. Or how his voice echoed in my mind throughout the day. Or how my entire being pulled to his like a magnet to metal, as if our structural makeups were attracted to one another. It was absolute chemistry.


  And it concerned me. My resolve was tweaking. While I used to dream of the ocean every night, I rarely dreamt at all anymore. No longer did I stew over my lost memories. I was living complacently, thoroughly satisfied with the instability of my life, going neither forward nor backward. Yet I knew the loud beeping of my heart couldn’t go on forever. Eventually it would have to stop. But for now, life was nice.


  The relationship aftermath was what really scared me.


  In the complex arithmetic of my life I had to find a solution. My thoughts were dividedsecretly disappointed even though he told me he never made promises, but all the more relieved that Sunday carried over without a phone call, only verifying my distrust in him. After weighing the plusses and minuses, adding the fact that I couldn’t get close to him, I came up with a formula: We would be friends, good friends, period. The danger would then factor out and I would still enjoy his company, which I thoroughly valued. To sum up, I wouldn’t break my rule of getting too close.


  I went to bed pleased with my theoretically perfect solution.


  But what I failed to reason into the equation was that I had already fallen for him.


  



  *******


  



  Monday, I took in the fresh warmth of the early morning air. I walked along the path toward the middle of the square and habitually panned the outdoor channel of studentsaltogether conscious and yet altogether unconsciously walking to class, everyone busy being busy.


  All of a sudden, something drew my attention. Under the arches a couple was standing face to facea guy rubbing the arm of a girl wearing a sundress and the girl looking fondly upward into the guy’s face. I couldn’t help but smile at the sweetness. How nice it would it be, I thought, while watching their display of affection, to share that way. I loved when Nick’s hand cradled mine, when I was connected to him. I sighed with a pang of grief-ridden guilt, almost looking away. But for some reason the image kept my interest. As I continued to watch, moving closer. There was something about the picture, other than my longing to be like them, that troubled me. I stared at the girl, a complete stranger. Then at the guy . . .


  It wasn’t his hat that I recognized this time; it was his physiquetall and well built, and laid-back. I stopped, right in the middle of the walk, my eyes super-glued to them.


  The next few moments were like watching TVthe scene was fictitious and far, far away. She wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed him tightly. I blinked away the haze on my eyeballs as I watched Nick pat her back. Then, still pressing against him, she arched her head up and he bent his head toward her.


  No, please, no.


  But my silent words were stifled by the continuation of time, something nothing could stop. Their faces closed together and their lips touched. He released her gently and she turned and walked away.


  The square was packed with students; there was no way he could have seen me.


  My eyes closed to escape. However, the lack of visual seemed to accentuate the pulsing of my heart and the deep bruise forming there. So I reopened them, as vast as the sky.


  I didn’t know what to think. Finally, life was beginning to smooth out or at least have a purpose, but this negated everything. Seven hundred times I’d warned myself to hold back, to not trust a soul, especially him. And I’d shirked several chances to ask him to take me to the ocean. This was my own fault. I was wrong about human nature, about human beings, about him. In every way I had misread him. And it hit me harder than the beginning of this life of mine. And like the beginning, my lonely emotions deadened like a blown fuse, leaving a whole bunch of nothing. And my head, instead of boiling with anger, felt exactly like it was experiencing a painful ice cream headache.


  At some point the bell rang, summoning me to History class. Like a robot I turned back toward school and my legs took me there. Good thing my dead brain steered clear of visualizing him in both History and Creative Writing classes or it would have lead me straight home, without my car.


  When I walked into History the numbing began to wear off and the ache ensued like a small, sharp needle piercing my heart. My eyes avoided him like alcohol and for once I was glad to see Stacey in my seat. But it didn’t matter because the teacher beckoned us to circle together for group work. I was aggravated with the clunking of chairs, how Stacey made such a fuss to sit by Nick, and how Steve scrambled all over the place till he finally settled next to me. I made it a point to maintain a chat with Steve the entire classnot a difficult task with his boisterous mouth.


  Liz invited me to hang out the upcoming weekend and see a chic-flick, and I gladly accepted, pleased Nick heard I had plans. Not that the jerk cared, but it helped with the stinging, anyway.


  Except for a few meaningless but painful words in class, I was able to avoid him all week. And before I knew it, the weekend had arrived.


  Chapter 9


  Friday, Liz and I went shopping and to a movie. Her hyperactivity surprised me, considering her easygoing nature at school. In the movie, as I chewed on my gummy fish, she ate a full tub of popcorn single-handedlyI thought I was the only girl who could do that. Then she pretended for a good five minutes to be the mannequin in the glass breezeway of the department store until finally jumping out at an older lady, scaring her to the heart attack point. I thoroughly enjoyed it, laughing to tears more than oncea nice healing activity.


  Saturday, we hit a county fair for the Fourth of July celebration. On my favorite ridethe giant yellow slidesI pushed off so hard that I caught air from the first bump to the third, missing the second entirely, at which point I received a huge roar of delight from Liz. “You owned that, girl,” she raved as we turned in our burlap sacks. I tried not to admit that the thrill of descent paled in comparison to other recent thrills I’d felt.


  After that, we watched fireworks with her roommates on her rooftop late into the night. The bursts of light that filled the black sky sent me into reflection on my own little celebration of life. But as the colors in the sky fizzled into oblivion, my happiness also faded. And my thoughts, which miraculously stayed away from Nick all weekend long (except for a few weak moments), exploded into him.


  My imagination found him lounging on my couch while I bandaged his bleeding knuckle. I smiled at us falling into the lake together. I giggled at the torture game we played in his apartment. Then I thought of the look he always gave me, that calm grin and those confused eyes, agonizing to figure out my mystery that he could never quite understand.


  And then my thoughts were mercilessly thrown into the quad. He and the sundress girl embracing . . . the kiss . . . and my heart suddenly deflated like a balloon. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.


  By Liz’s sudden question, I figured she’d been watching me for a time. “So, what’s going on with you and Nick?” A firework went off and her petite face was brightened by red skylights. After being with her for two whole days without mentioning Nick, the one time my mind slips she calls me out? I was dumbfounded. “Don’t give me that blank look,” she harassed. “I see the way you two look at each other. So, fess up!”


  “Nothing’s going on,” I said without emotion, now gazing up at the stream of white lights fading into thin trails of smoke.


  Her stare forced me to address her again. And by the way her cute little facial features shrunk inward, I could tell she wasn’t buying it.


  “Honestly, Liz, I think he has a girlfriend.”


  A dud firework exploded right on cue.


  “Doubt it,” she answered with skepticism. “He’s notorious for his bachelor status.”


  “He’s notorious all right,” I responded under my breath, rolling my eyes as the image of two embracing people flashed behind them, brighter than the lit sky.


  “Speak up.”


  “I didn’t say anything,” I grumbled. I was finished talking and she must’ve sensed it because she changed the subject, sort of.


  “Then what about Steve?”


  “Steve?!” I gasped, giving her a look of sheer ridiculousness.


  “Yeah, not so much, huh?” She clicked her mouth and went on, “The poor guy, he’s so crazy about you he doesn’t see that you’re indifferent.”


  “Crazy about me?”


  “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed?”


  I shook my head, my disbelieving face lit by green beams.


  “He was furious the night of the party when you went home with Nick instead of him. And haven’t you noticed the way he always moves his chair closer to you during group time?” The idea was preposterous. “And how he always makes sure you’ll be at study group?” Then her voice turned babyish. “He loves you!” she joked.


  “Oh, please stop!” I frowned and she giggled.


  Except for the faint crackling of fireworks, the air remained silent. As hard as my mind resisted, once again it landed where it was forbidden. It wondered if Nick recognized Steve’s crush, if he saw what Liz did. I had a daydream of them fighting over me, Steve ramming into Nick’s solid chest with his huge eyes and red hair, Nick with that devilish grin, unmoved and amused as Steve falls to the ground.


  But it was short-lived as Liz interrupted, “Insufferable, relationships.”


  I looked over to see if her eyes told me what my head didcould she read my mind?


  “Confession time.” She settled on the rooftop as much as the shingles allowed, and I stirred. But gratefully, the confession was hers. And she didn’t hesitate. “I truly loved my high school boyfriendin love with him since first grade. What I didn’t know was that he was in love with my best friend, Vanessa. And when he and I finally started dating, Vanessa realized she wanted him, and I got dumped.”


  I could tell by her voice it had been a shotgun to the heart. “Ouch!” I commented.


  “Right?” The pain in her face told me the shrapnel wounds had yet to heal. “Anyhoo, when I came to college I really thought I’d meet some great guy, have the perfect college romance, eventually get married, and have a basketball team of sons. You know, the typical pipe dream of any broken-hearted high school grad.


  “Weel,” she went on with another modified word from her cute little Liz-vocabulary, “been here almost two years and Mr. Right either found a different Mrs. Right or dropped out of college.” Though her little button nose was turned up, her face spoke louder than words; she looked like she was staring down a barrel of discouragement.


  “Liz, I’m sorry.” For being such an awful friend and for being so into my own world that I’ve completely ignored yours. “You’re amazing. He’ll show up sooner or later. You just have to be patient.”


  “Right, I know, Mom.”


  Laughing through the glum made us both feel better. “I’m serious, Liz, even if I sound like your mother. She’s right, you know.”


  “She usually is.” Her eyes flopped around and then she threw a few popcorn kernels in her mouth. “My younger sister got married last summer.”


  “Really? That’s great! To a nice guy?” My enthusiasm was a little overboard, but I was compensating. I felt awful not knowing anything about her family life. Mental memo: Get better acquainted with Liz, because she really is a great person.


  Unfortunately, my memo interfered with my understanding.


  “Let’s try that again,” she directed. “Um, my younger sister got married last summer.”


  “Oh.” My nose crinkled and my teeth found my lower lip. “Sorry!”


  “Ehh.” She shrugged. “Wha-cha-gonna-do?”


  “You don’t lose hope!”


  “Easier said than done.”


  “You’re a catch, Liz. I know there’s someone out there for you. And he’s probably closer than you think. It’ll happen before you know it. I promise.” My head nodded.


  “Hollow promise!” she accused. “But still, thanks. For listening too. You’re too easy to talk to. I’m spilling my guts over here!”


  I shook my head and laughed. She didn’t laugh with me, but her body language returned to happy and that meant therapy was over. But I pondered, Her trials are just like mine, and everyone else’s. Trials are not restrictive. They’re universal. That’s how we understand each other.


  “Weel then,” her skinny lips thinned into a smirk, “If not Nick or Steve, who do you think is hot?”


  Hot?


  Immediately a pair of hands flashed in my mind’s eye. And because I couldn’t repress that, my eyes of course zoomed out to his full physique. Then they naturally zoomed in on his face. Okay, at least I’d admit to that. “Now wait a second,” I cut it, grinning, “I never said Nick wasn’t hot.”


  We both laughed heartily. Knowing there was no truer ending to our conversation, we watched the rest of the fireworks in silence.


  



  *******


  



  Working long hours helped pass the time. But that didn’t prevent my mind from wandering to painful places. Nighttime was the hardest. I went to bed agitated, unable to rest in peace, feeling an odd dripping sensation, like water in an hourglass, droplets of my life splattering through the eye with each passing second, as if I was barely holding on. My time seemed to be winding down.


  And I woke up to the rising sun each morning in a sweat, thankful to still be alive, to still hear my heart beating, to know that he was still close.


  He didn’t call all weekend, not that I expected him to, or even hoped he would; repairing from him would require being removed from him for a time. Inevitably however, with each thought of him my heart tore at the wound site. Time would take care of that, though.


  Nonetheless, deep down I knew my wounds were killing me, one slow bleed at a time.


  And I wished Liz hadn’t told me about Steve’s infatuation, because all during class Monday morning I was keenly aware of his feelings for me. Every question, every comment, and even his chair were directed my way, all of which I hadn’t noticed before. “Heather, what do you think about this? Heather, did you notice my haircut? Heather, have you watched all your movies yet? What are you doing this weekend?” He carried on like this for weeks and it was driving me bonkers!


  Nick, on the other hand, wasn’t bothered in the least by Steve’s attentions; more proof I meant nothing to him. Nick called me a few times, but, continuing to give him the cold shoulder, I purposely didn’t answer. Of course, all that night my mind fantasized about our conversation. He was miserable, he couldn’t live without me, he’d dumped her, he begged me to take him backa whole bunch of nonsense.


  Then one day while walking to Creative Writing, he caught my attention and we had a conversation. I made the mistake of looking into his eyes and for moments I couldn’t speak, my insides swollen with feelings.


  Feelings about the way his cavalier presence made my day sparkle, how his smirk branded my heart with iron heat, how his subtle humor rung a familiar chord of pleasure on the wave of my intellect. I loved everything about him. And yet I hated him for being with someone else. He was destroying me.


  At last I was able to pull my eyes away and claim I’d been working a lot. It wasn’t a lie; my hours were outrageous. With fall semester only a month and a half away there were several contracts to deal with, on top of the usual paperwork. The rest of my time was spent at the library reading various books. I hadn’t chosen a favorite genre but I stayed away from the romance section, which wasn’t easy since those were the ones I gravitated toward.


  Creed hadn’t made one of his unexpected visits in weeks. I was getting used to being without him, though I still missed him, especially without Nick’s company.


  Before I knew it, July had passed. And I was sick of Steve, I was more sick of Stacey, I loved Liz, and I was growing more in love with Nick. It didn’t help being with him six of my eight weekly hours at school and jogging with his roommate the other two. However hard I foughtheaven knows my brain tried over and over to reason with my heartI couldn’t discard my feelings for him.


  When we were near each other, we were far away. And not knowing his thoughts was worse than knowing them, even if they were filled with her instead of me. And though my heart wrongly ached for some form of closeness, his friendship was too difficult to handle. So I stayed away, allowing only my mind the pleasure of being in his arms.


  But the pain of misplaced love must have festered because one Monday morning, I woke up late, crabby, and at my wits’ end. To complicate matters, my ponytail wasn’t cooperating and Penny was acting up. I finally made it to class late and stomped in, ready to blow. Luckily, the teacher was talking or else I might have unjustly torn Liz’s head off at her welcome smile.


  “Let’s talk about your papers due next week,” Mr. Rowland said as I settled into Stacey’s chair, unsettled. “As you know, I am an English connoisseur by trade. As such, I expect your writing to be in top form. I suggest if you do not already have one, you purchase a Sethaur . . . a thethaur . . . sess . . . ” His lips fumbled trying to get the word out, and my eyes rolled in a hearty circle.


  Without realizing where I was, I blurted out my thoughts, “Is there another word for that?” In the next instant, students erupted in laughter. Even Rowland chuckled.


  “Clever, Miss Robbins,” he remarked. Normally I would have smiled or laughed but I was so on edge that I poker-faced, not daring to turn it in the direction it was pulled.


  When the laughter died, the teacher finished his lecture and told us to group up. Sure enough, Steve brought his chair all the way around and snuggled beside me. I glared at Liz who snickered discretely.


  When all were situated, Steve began, “As we’ve already talked about, we’ll start our paper with the movie A Man For All Seasons and then”


  But Stacey cut him off, “What’s that about again?”


  “Are you serious, Stacey?” Steve retorted. “This will be the third time I’ve had to remind you” He shook his head, his eyes bigger than their usual size.


  “Well, you’ll have to remind me again,” she insisted, eating a rare piece of humble pie. “I’ve watched fourteen movies in the past month. Is it the one where the brick falls off the house and almost hits the guy?”


  “That would be Ben-Hur,” I barged in. “A Man For all Seasons is about”


  “You’re such a square,” she cut me off like a cell phone in a dead zone. Another blow from Stacey, but this time I didn’t duck and it hit me square in the nose, filling my head with crimson fury.


  “You’re much more pleasant when you’re sleeping,” automatically came out of my mouth.


  “You’re hilarious,” she returned.


  But I ignored her because my mouth wasn’t finished. “Which is remarkable, since you snore like a freight train.”


  Steve laughed like a hyena until he saw Stacey’s face turn redder than a fire hydrant. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Liz immediately put her hand over her mouth, though I never heard as much as a titter. But it was Nick that made my head turn, my face catching his. Sour disappointment was engraved there. He rubbed the side of his neck and then looked down, denying my face the littlest chance at a rebuttal. The censure hurt worse than his silence, and with it, a whirlwind of feelings surfaced. She had just knocked me. Didn’t I have the right? Plus, I wasn’t the rage-resistant kind, and the thrust of emotion lead me there. I was done with all of them! Especially him and his good-looking, two-faced self.


  My sweeping remark again came automatically. “Oh, go climb a tree!” I grabbed my bag and stormed out of the room, which only fed the fury. I fumed through the doorway and continued down the hall, my heart pounding like a rubber ball on cement.


  Who cares about him or his stupid girlfriend! Who cares about all of them! I screamed in my red-hot head. Who cares if he hates me! I hate him, too!


  When I was safely out of class range I began to pace. But my second sharp turn collided with a hard chest.


  Our eyes locked. Mine, like a fiery inferno and his, a calm cool lake.


  His words echoed the mildness in his face. “Want to talk about it?”


  I stared back at him, my stiff anger kindled. “There’s nothing to talk about. I’m aliveI mean, I’m fine.” I was spitting out fire, my traitor eyes filling with moisture.


  “What is that, ‘I’m alive’? Why do you talk like that?”


  “Like what!”


  “Like your gonna keel over any second.”


  In an attempt to calm the war inside me, I leaned against a railing and covered my face. You’re out of your mind, Heather! Calm down!


  As expected, and intensifying the sound of mine, his voice remained even. “Why don’t you tell me what’s wrong.”


  With my disbelief in his request, I lost my train of thought. My steaming emotions forked from malice to hurt. But since he had the nerve to ask, I found the nerve to answer. Besides, I was sick of stowing my emotions.


  “Explain something to me, will you?” I demanded, folding my arms to steady them.


  He didn’t respond.


  My words were sharp, swift. “Is it normal for someone to” Then I stopped, preventing myself from verbalizing the sappy sentence played out in my head. “Oh, just forget it!”


  “Uh-uh, none of that.”


  His fresh influence on me was cooling my head from a blazing red to a tepid pink. All my buried emotions surfaced in one open moment and I couldn’t help but blurt it out, quick and to the point. “Okay, fine. I’ll just come out and say it then.” It took a few seconds but I finally stilled my wiggling arms, lifted my chin higher than normal, and admitted, “I saw you kissing another girl.” I didn’t see his response because my eyes were cemented to the wall.


  But I heard a lucid, “Ah.”


  “And the truth is . . . I was angry.” Did I really just tell him that? “I know that sounds dumb” Here I stand, uncovered and uncomfortable. Oh well, it’s out in the open now, might as well keep going, you big dummy. “Nick, if you’d just told me you had a girlfriend . . .I . . . I would still be your friend . . . ” Is this true, can I handle being just a friend when I feel so much more? I bent my head low, ready to be crushed once again, waiting for the familiar pain of having feelings for someone who didn’t return the affection, waiting to be abandoned again. It was my own fault. I did this, after warning myself not to.


  “There’s no girlfriend, Heather.”


  “Not that it’s any of my business but just out of curiosity, how many times have you kissed her?”


  “Too many to count.”


  I looked up and saw him leaning on the side rail with his arms folded as if the world worshipped him.


  As he studied my reaction, he went on, “One too many, apparently.”


  It took all my will power to hold down the bile in my gut. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I snarled.


  I was appalled by his response, a comfortable chuckle. My twisting hands folded into my arms and I turned to leave. He stopped me, stretching himself toward me and wrapping his warm fingers around mine. They were so strong and secure. In long awaited satisfaction my fingers willingly surrendered to his, and the wounded, angry tears in my heart sutured with ribbons of warmth. And though I knew it was wrong to succumb to such a blatant player and that I’d have to deal with the knots later, I couldn’t resist. The flow of my heart was smooth again, even if only for a second.


  “Means that your reaction isn’t dumb at all,” he said softly. “But you could have said something sooner.”


  What could I have said? Or what could he possibly say to make the situation right? Nothing could take away what I saw, and nothing could allow me to accept a person like him. Still, my fingers would not releasethey were tight as vice grips and holding on for dear life.


  “That’s why you’ve been uptight with me,” he said.


  “I haven’t been uptight.” But he gave me a raw look of doubt. “Okay, I have.” My face hid toward the floor. “I just thought . . . I didn’t want to . . . I mean I”


  “Relax, Heather,” he insisted. “Let me explain.”


  An explanation as to why he wants someone else? This ought to be . . . painful.


  “The girl you saw me with, in the quad I’m assuming, was my girlfriend from high school. We haven’t been together for a while. She was having a hard time and flew out here without telling me. I think she thought” With a sudden glance, he stopped. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “Do you love her?”


  His silence confirmed my assumptions and my heart suddenly stung again.


  “I was with her for two years,” he explained, half-sitting, half-leaning on the side rail. “But I’m not in love with her, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  He didn’t answer until his words were well thought out. “I care about her like I care about a relative, or my old baseball coach.”


  I browsed into his eyes and all I could think of was how much I wanted to make them want me.


  “But there was something missing in our relationship.” He followed up, trying to remain polite but giving in to his good judgment. “It’s called attraction.”


  I lowered my head and kicked at an imaginary rock. “She looked pretty attractive to me.”


  “No, she is,” he agreed. “She’s beautiful. But, there’s no connection there.”


  “You looked pretty connected when I saw you.”


  “Yeah.” His thumb stroked my hand as he chuckled in a dismissive manner. “But I don’t feel like . . . I don’t feel when I’m with her.” He prodded my head up with his eyes.


  It was beginning to click, sort of. “You mean you don’t get tingles when she touches you?”


  His hand put the slightest pressure on mine. Like that, I wanted to say.


  “Good way to put it.” He looked a bit displeased with me, in a teasing sort of way, and I wondered what he was thinking. “You do know my take on this.”


  I didn’t catch on and my face said so.


  “If you aren’t married, you’re available.”


  How was I to respond? Luckily I didn’t have to. He seemed to always know when I wanted him to take the floor.


  “Friends again?” he said in the sweetest way. Unlikely, but I thought I sensed that for the first time he didn’t know the answer to his own question.


  I nodded, my lips curling.


  “Okay,” he said, and then he drew me closer, hugging my body into his. I leaned in, my arms unresponsive but my body responding as if it were descending a steep drop on a rollercoaster.


  “Because I hate it when girls cry,” he added, right by my ear.


  On a reflex, my backhand flew straight into his abdomen. It was hard as a rock! Ouch! I really had to find another method for my adrenalin releases.


  He laughed, his hands finding his stomach and catching mine on the way back. “Now you’re acting more like yourself.” And he led me down the hall.


  He was already back to making my blood simmer in all sorts of ways. But I made my face look dry as dirt when I said, “I suppose were friends again. But only if you behave.”


  “Said by the girl throwing punches,” he teased back.


  Reconciliation after a heated argument was like going through a refiner’s fire. I felt new, like I’d just shed old, dead skin and was bright and breezy again. An airy silence filled the hallway. He seemed to enjoy it, but I wanted more of him. Right away. So, in a roundabout way, I brought up the daydream I had a few days ago of the two of us on a romantic vacation.


  “If you could go anywhere in the world,” I flung my sudden thoughts in the air, “where would you go?”


  “You’re even sounding like yourself,” he joked, squeezing my hand as if to say he approved. “Hawaii. To surf.”


  “Okay, fine. I’ll come,” I teased. He raised an eyebrow at my boldness, however I didn’t hesitate to add, “But I’ll feel bad when I out-surf you.”


  My focus went from our tethered hands, to where a juicy, fraction of a smile hit my eyes.


  “I’d love to see you surf. You’d be a natural.”


  “So you promise to take me some day?”


  Our joined hands went toward my face. I held my breath as the backside of his fingers softly rubbed down the side of my cheek. “I don’t make promises. You know that.”


  I didn’t sweat it since his caress felt more glorious than any ocean could. And I could hardly wait for the upcoming week. Nestling close to watch him doodle in History class, our back and forth one-liners in Creative Writing, eating lunch with him after


  “I’m not going to classes this week,” he said right on cue, interrupting my thoughts.


  “What?” My voice hit an awkward pitch.


  “One week out of the year I help my uncle on his farm. Sun-up ’til sun-down.”


  I nodded, mainly to conceal the displeasure that tapped at my recovering wounds. I’d have to endure another week?


  “But my roommate, Meat,” he continued, “His brother is opening a new pizza place on Main Street Friday night, and you’d be the perfect date.”


  A giggle surfaced. Luckily, my words saved me. “Did you say pizza?”


  He told me he’d pick me up after work Friday and we parted. I was still sick he’d be gone for the week. But Friday would come, eventually.


  I felt almost as sick for insulting Stacey in class. For some reason, the numerous times she’d insulted me didn’t justify my actions. And my animosity turned to sympathy.


  The missing link to my anecdote was found: it was compassion.


  Life didn’t work at all how it was portrayed on TV. I was beginning to see that the difficulties I’d dealt with thus farthe same difficulties that are easily repaired on TVare hard and grueling scenes played out on the stage of life. Thank goodness for the spotlight moments.


  



  *******


  



  I found myself in Nick’s truck, driving home from the date. It seemed I’d skipped over the experience somehow, and only a few disjointed excerpts remained in my memory. When I attempted to fill in the gaps, I couldn’t. And the harder I tried to remember everything that happened at the pizza parlor, the less I could; like being inside a superhero dream, but the harder you try to fly the less the chances you have of getting off the ground.


  Only a few short clips were there:


  



  I remember the new pizza place was packed with balloons and banners and bright lights and a grass band. We sat at a booth with Damian and his blonde, bob-haired dateher teeth so sparkly-white they could have been used as our table light. Across from them, sat a twiggy girl with light brown hair tightly wrapped in a low ponytail, and naked eyes that were clearly used to wearing glassesMeat’s date.


  



  I remember Damian’s excitement when we first arrived. I was comforted to see him; we had become good friends over the course of running together. He jumped uphis enormous smile sharing his affectionand gave me a big bear hug.


  


  I remember receiving a new nickname. When Meat asked each of us what kind of pizza we liked and I said, “Anything without fish or mayonnaise or peas,” Meat spontaneously began calling me ‘Anchovy’.


  



  I remember at one point staring at Nick for far too long. He was engrossed in an exploration of the building’s architecture. His eyes began carefully tracing the exposed metal piping just beneath the black ceiling. The inspection lasted quite a while. And so did mine. I watched his eyes squint as his mind calculated equations foreign to me. I watched him gnaw on the inside of his cheek as he analyzed the use of space and design. His cheekbones arched and I knew he was questioning a construction decision. I told myself to look away. But my gaze must have hung on a fraction too long, because when he finally looked over he made a funny face at me.


  



  I remember Meat and Damian arguing. Meat spoke up first. “What about the time Nick creamed you in a race, Daim?” Meat’s belly began to jiggle. “Beats me how someone can qualify for the Olympics, and then lose a race to his roommate.”


  “I’m a distance runner, fatso,” Damian lashed back.


  “You tried that excuse when you lost the second time.”


  But Damian quickly countered, “Maybe you can explain how you lost a pizza-eating contest to him. You’d think your belly could hold a horse.”


  When Nick chuckled, the girls began to giggle, too.


  But Damian wouldn’t relent. “By the way, you found a man-bra that fits yet?”


  “In the women’s petite section, where you shop.”


  


  He was driving me home from the date now, and that’s all that remained of the previous hour.


  We arrived back at my house before we cleared the subject of Penny needing a new battery. But the ride went too fast. As he pulled into the parking lot, he lazily hummed to a song on the radio.


  “Sing louder,” I petitioned, aiming to sound casual but secretly loving the moment.


  He breathed out a chuckle or two as the truck slowed in front of my cruel apartment building.


  I frowned at the thought of leaving him, especially since I couldn’t remember the date.


  Sounding desperate wasn’t an option, but I couldn’t give up without a try. “You’re coming up, right? Watch a movie with me for class?”


  My heart leapt out of my mouth when he parked the truck and got out. However, I swallowed it back when my thoughts took a sharp turn, suddenly leaving him and his goodbye on my doorstep.


  But his next words sent my heart soaring once again. “What movie are we watching?”


  My walk turned into a slight hop. “I think it’s called ‘West Side’ . . . something, or other . . . ”


  “West Side Story.”


  “Yeah.” I recognized it. “That’s it. Have you seen it before?”


  “Once, long time ago.”


  He loaded the movie while I settled on the couch, reflecting on how inviting my apartment felt with him in it. He looked especially nice tonight, not that he was dressed any different than usual. But without his hat, seeing his face so entirely brought on a vulnerability that left me feeling outrageously out in the open. It was exhilarating, especially since just last week I thought him off limits.


  Ironically, the few weeks of being apart made me feel closer to him, and unbelievably comfortable. He must have identified because after starting the movie he relaxed on the floor using my legs as a backrest. It was the nearest we had been since the torture game.


  My legs tried in vain to relax their tightness. Hoping he couldn’t tell and praying he wouldn’t move only made them tighter. Admittedly, I hardly watched the first twenty minutes as I gazed at his brown hair on my knee, wondering why I craved to run my fingers through it. Obviously I knew what hair felt like; I had a full head of my own. Still, no amount of reason could persuade me to abandon the desire.


  Finally, with exerted force and the enticement of a song, my eyes found the television, and in half a minute I was hooked. But the next scene un-hooked me.


  “You see?” the male lead asked.


  “I see you,” the female lead responded, touching his face.


  “See only me,” he finished. And then they broke out in song.


  I couldn’t help but laugh, even after Nick’s comment. “You laugh at the craziest parts.”


  “Well, seriously,” I accused. “Like anyone would say that.”


  When his head cocked back against my knees, I immediately felt as if the word “different” was etched into my forehead. “Most girls would think that’s romantic.”


  Romantic? I stopped chuckling. “Nuh-uh, really?”


  “What’s romantic, then?” And though he asked casually, without any presumptions, a red light revolved in my mind, Too close! Emergency!


  I waffled there for a response. “Not that. Half-time,” I said quickly, jumping up and heading past the fireplace into the kitchen for some candy to sink my teeth into. “So,” I looked to the side and grabbed a new subject from the first thing I saw, “do you like my fireplace?”


  I couldn’t tell whether or not he recognized my diversion, but it didn’t really matter since he wasn’t the critical type.


  “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I said. “The only thing I’d changeif it were mineis, right in the middle,” I pointed with the hand not holding the candy bag. “I’d put a big wooden shelf. I saw one on TV once that I fell in love with. Too bad the fireplace doesn’t work,” I confessed, having fiddled with it a few days ago. Then I popped a red gummy fish into my mouth.


  At first I didn’t catch on to what he was doing, when he asked, “It doesn’t work?”


  Chewing the goop out of my back teeth, I easily shook my head.


  “So what you’re saying is,” his voice turned facetious, “Miss fix-it can’t fix it.”


  I didn’t know which was worse, not seeing the challenge coming or the challenge itself. My mouth suddenly stopped chewing. But I failed to stop it further. “Yes, I can.” Right away I knew I’d made a mistake. Out of anyone, he’d hold me to it. Sure enough, his challenging face had already surfaced.


  I began to suck on another chewy fish, deliberating.


  “Fine.” I grinned stubbornly, strolling around the counter and launching the candy bag at him. It landed square in his chest and he caught it with a forearm. I opened the small wicker drawer in the corner of the living room and grabbed the bagful of matchboxes given to me by Bob the Boss, keeping my competitive eyes on him.


  Crouching onto my stomach in front of the fireplace, I carefully jarred the grill, attempting to look professional. After locating the pilot light, I pumped the knobremembering what to do from the directions I’d read previously, grabbed a match out of the box, lit it, placed it over the gas, and then silently plead in my best humble words for the spark to emit. When it didn’t, I turned a few knobs back and forth, lit another match, placed it over the gas, and then glanced at him out of the corner of my eye.


  Too many “I can do it” comments on my part must have put an end to his offering to help. But he was surely awaiting the time I couldn’t do it. Oh, that would please him. Already I could see it in his eyes, that same glint of satisfaction when I needed him.


  My hands were pressed against my forehead as if massaging a brain cramp. It was more than a brain cramp, though; it was an emotional cramp, elicited by his watchful gaze. I never looked over, but I could feel him studying me as he lay on the couch, chewing on a fish. The way he lay there with his feet propped up, smiling wickedly, you’d think he was an evil man, taking pleasure in my pain. It was arrogant, and very appealing.


  But as soon as I realized what I must’ve looked like, I quickly relaxed the muscles in my face and dropped my fingers.


  “Too late, Slick.” His voice cut into my thoughts. “You’ve scrunched that cute little nose twice already.”


  He was challenging me, playing with my poise, indirectly saying I needed him. Yet his body language expressed that he wasn’t about to move a muscle. He was having too much fun pestering me. I labored to concentrate but my body burned at his stare, and with the temperature rising in the room, I couldn’t ignore him any longer.


  At last, I looked toward him, catching his wandering eyes on my figure. His face was pleasant, poised, preoccupied. My look became deliberate and I questioned if his eyes would ever catch mine. When they finally did, he chuckled.


  What nerve you have to check me out with such obvious boldness. How dare you! Lying on my couch so comfortably, so thoroughly wonderfully, staring right at me as I am at you . . .


  “Well,” I interrupted, propping my head on my bent arm, “just as I told you, it’s broken. I have to order new parts or something.”


  Nick’s legs lifted off the couch and he walked toward me. Though I was bolder than usual, my eyes giving his masculine yet mild swagger a cheeky up and down, he remained unaffected.


  He bent down by the fireplacecatching his body with his armsand did a half push-up to rest beside me. Positioned prostrate, side by side, our shoulders stroking, his face flanking mine, I could feel the temperature of our bodies rising, fusing together into one. Did he recognize the heat?


  “Let’s see here,” he huffed, using his mechanically savvy against me.


  “Funny,” I whispered back, watching him examine the guts of the fireplace. “But once you realize it’s unfixable”


  “Hand me the matches?”


  I responded with a groan.


  As I reached across his body for the small box on the floor, the smell of him suddenly caught my sensesmusky, and male, and much too close. I hesitated, hovering over his back, fascinated that my body was responding in a similar way to when my temper peaked. My eyelids shut and I drank in the hot adrenalin rush, emotions that were strange, feelings I didn’t understand. Hurriedly, I forced myself back, careful not to touch him or move any closer.


  “I’ll tell you what,” I said, shaking the haze out of my eyes. I brought the matches forward, lying on my stomach again, but with ample space between us. “You fix it, you get a wish. If not, the wish is mine.”


  He readjusted himself. “Watch and learn,” he said smugly, keeping his attention on the project as his head bent low. “Light that for me?”


  I removed a match, struck it against the strip, and carefully handed him the flame.


  With a push of a button, a small spark erupted into a bright blue flare. Spontaneously, a muted explosion sounded and the two-faced fire carried across the imitation log.


  “How did you do that?!”


  I stared at the mesmerizing flames of radiant blue, yellow, and crimson, endowing our faces with a warm glow, the heat already emitting through the glass. However, a different sort of heat was festering inside me. I reasoned that it was my competitive edge. After all, a few failed attempts from him would have been nice before it burst into a bright, blazing banner of victory.


  “Ahhh, the sweet smell of methane,” he heckled.


  Show-off.


  Even through my poor attitude, I allowed my shoulder to nudge his. Then I went to my knees and crawled toward the small cabinet to put away the match bag. I breathed out heavily, releasing all my confusing responses to him.


  But the sound of his voice kept the fire inside me well lit, even though all he got out before I cut him off was, “Next time you want to light it, just”


  “I know, I know,” I told him. “I watched you.” I reached up, tugging on the cabinet drawer and telling myself he could explain it when I wasn’t so wound up.


  Like an abrupt cloud shift, a solid wall of warmth sheathed my back, my body infusing with tingles. I stiffened instantly, my spite turning straight to panic. He reached around my rigid body and gently took the matchbox from my hand, his entire frame, as tranquil as a warm summer night, wrapped around mine from behind.


  As he leaned forward, putting the matchbox in the bag and placing it in the cabinet, his words teased softly in my ear, “I’m going to have to teach you some manners.”


  His whispers were lost inside me. Every thought that had to do with any thought left instantly, replaced with a keen awareness of the warm areas where we touched. A soft energy from his body merged with a surge from my own, and with each passing second the energy increased.


  “Lesson one,” his even voice rolled off my shoulder, terrifyingly close, “What do you say to someone who fixes your fireplace?”


  I was completely lost in the emotion, my throat nervously parched, an arid swallow catching at the base of my mouth. “Thanks?”


  “You’re welcome.” His voice, on the other hand, was smooth as a soft rain.


  Though I couldn’t decide whether to bask in the rain or seek shelter from it, the embrace from behind felt too heavenly to withdraw from, like little angel wings caressing my whole being.


  But my breathing picked up as his fingers softly enveloped my shoulders. Aiming to keep the emotions at bay, my eyes locked shut. But that only amplified the sensation as his fingers tiptoed across the edge of my collarbone, the ends of his fingers like little bolts of lightning against my body.


  I stayed unmoved, gratified and petrified together. He had never touched me so intimately, as if he were getting to know me. To most it would be a simple back massage, but to me it was dangerous. Still, I longed for the way his hands touched me in such a personal and protective manner.


  His curious fingers found my arms and warmed them down to my hands. When he finally found skin I should have controlled myself but my heart beat wildly. As he settled behind me, our fingers entwining and our bodies pulling together, the thumps kicked out of my chest, hurtfully strong. My heartbeat was anything but slow; I wasn’t in that sort of danger. But it felt dangerous. Entirely uncontrolled.


  The beating picked up as he whispered tenderly, “Hey.”


  My eyes rolled back. Some part of me wanted to say “shut up” but my voice was nonexistent. As it stood I was losing all sense to him. I couldn’t talk, I couldn’t move. I was a stone cold statue, upset with myself yet unable to fix it. Really, he must have thought me a dimwit!


  Yet his face came closer and closer, his cheek grazing my hair. His breath rolled past my ear, even and still. I wondered how he anchored to such steadiness compared to my rapid breaths. Indeed, when his face bent toward me, his lips hovering just above my neck, I was enthralled; completely his. Against my will, I gasped when his lips brushed over my skin. The cyclone in my body broke loose, reckless with pleasure, his mouth drawing me in, my lips eager for his.


  “It’s getting late,” he whispered. “I better go.”


  The implications were lost to my swirling mind.


  With one hand on my arm and the other twined with mine, he brought our joined fist toward his face and pressed his lips on the corner of my wrist. My body felt like it was being sprinkled with pixie dust, readying to soar.


  The next thing I knew, my back was cold and I heard a door shut. I spun toward the sound. It took a moment for the realization to hit, but hit it didmy body before my head as I lost my happy thought and tumbled to the floor. My psyche spun, my heart beat hard, my breathing braced, and then a wave of rejection washed through me as his farewell words registered, rinsing away the rapture and replacing it with rage.


  As I lay on the floor next to a firestorm of feelings, I held tight to the commotion, knowing it was safe for me to feel fury as opposed to what I was really feeling.


  


  *******


  



  More so than was healthy, Nick invaded my mind. And I could scarcely believe I’d captured his heart as fully as he had mine. Could a feeling this huge be shared? Was it too lofty a dream? After considering these feelings, my undeniable longing to spend every waking and non-waking moment in his presence and my desire to be in his arms forever, one thing was clear: without question, I loved him.


  My theory was that an intimate relationship between two people, the fascinating “attraction” Nick once referred to, had something to do with how deeply two personalities not only connect, but enrich each other. Perhaps the biggest phenomenon was how a person like myself, who had never felt anything but a natural, healthy friendship, could have such excessive feelings for someone, feelings that were completely unmanageable.


  But even being deliriously in love didn’t give cause to the quirks in my life. And I found myself trekking to Creative Writing class Monday afternoon, disoriented, discouraged, in an emotional funk, and ready for a second time to give up on making sense of this overwhelming, beeping life of mine.


  Without checking to see if it was unlocked, I knocked on the door.


  It opened straightaway. “There you are,” Teacher Jerry declared. “I’ve been waiting for you.”


  “Professor?”


  “I’ve contacted of all your classmates, however you are the only one without a phone number on my master list.”


  I walked in, feeling the same way I always did in Teacher Jerry’s presence: peaceful. “I didn’t have a phone until just recently,” I told him. “Sorry about that.”


  “No worries. Class is cancelled today.” He gathered his stuff. “A faculty meeting was scheduled at the last minute.”


  “Oh, okay. Well, thanks for waiting for me. Hope I didn’t make you late.”


  “Not at all. In fact, I have a few minutes to spare if you’d like to chat.” He held the door for me and we walked outside.


  Someone to talk to was exactly what I needed. “Actually there is something that’s been on my mind.”


  “Splendid.”


  “You know the assignment I turned in last week? My poem about life.”


  “Very insightful piece of work, Heather. I thoroughly enjoyed it.”


  “Yeah, well, my idea was a worn one, right? ‘No one can make you feel a certain way unless you allow them to’. Or, ‘You are in charge of the way you react to things and people.’ Even better, ‘You have the power to stay happy even when everyone around you isn’t.’


  “All very true.”


  “Well, I have a confession to make.” A confession that for once didn’t make me feel particularly remorseful, perhaps just dispirited. “I’m the biggest hypocrite in the world.”


  Glancing over, I caught a sympathetic grin. “How so?”


  “Don’t get me wrong. I understand the principle.” My eyes watched one of my hands massage the other. “I guess what I don’t get is how I prevent others from controlling how I feel. I mean, I want to be a happy person, but it’s really hard to not get worked up when someone does something that makes me upset.”


  “No one can change who you are, Heather. That is to say, happiness is measured by your character, not by any one situation.”


  For a moment I made an effort, but soon my eyes met his, and I confessed, “Nope, missed that one.”


  “In other words, qualities such as, say, optimism or compassion or honesty, when you develop them they become a part of you. Then, when difficult situations arise, those qualities take over.”


  “I think I need to work on that.”


  “Yes, well, that is why it’s vital to have experiences that will develop your character, and not just breeze through life without challenges.”


  “Oh great, we’re talking about the mud again, right? Going through hard things.”


  “We’re talking about not just living, but becoming. And you’re at a time in your life when you must move forward and find yourself, find your ocean.”


  Our eyes met, and his seared through me, glistening with a knowledge that was too broad for even me. He knew about my circumstance. I’d known from the first moment I saw him. I didn’t know how he knew, but he knew.


  I forced the muscles in my jaw to loosen. “Why would you bring up the ocean, Professor?” My face was carefully questioning, but also challenging him to deny it.


  “If my memory serves me right, in your poem assignment you use the ocean as an analogy to life.”


  What a dummy I was, to think I had an ally in him, to think anyone would understand. “Oh, right.” My backbone slouched.


  “I’m not so old as to forget my favorite student’s poem, now, am I?”


  His compliment forced a slight grin on my mouth. “Thanks, Professor.”


  “Any time, Heather. And don’t be troubled. Your ocean is right around the corner.”


  Chapter 10


  Teacher Jerry was right, my ocean was just around the corner. The trip was set in motion by a cold and a phone call. The phone call, because we were too busy to ever be together. And the cold, because it wasn’t just any old cold and flu bug; it was a bug in my existence. My condition was altering. I could feel it coming, death from this life and the dawning of a new one.


  With summer semester ending in days, we both had little time to spend together. He was always studying for his architecture finals and I was working full-time and over-time, performing apartment checks, issuing deposit reimbursements, and handling fall semester move-ins, not to mention studying for finals. And if I had to watch one more movie I would scream! Consequently, if it weren’t for school, we’d just as well have been strangers.


  So, one can imagine how happy I was when Nick asked what classes I was taking fall semester and made certain we registered for the second half of Creative Writing. We even switched our schedules around to take a PE class together, which wasn’t a huge surprise after Liz’s comment at my apartment one Saturday afternoon.


  “An idiot could tell you two adore each other,” she said. “It’s like gravity pulls you together.”


  “That’s nice,” I told her to play it down.


  “Negative. That’s some serious luuuuv.”


  The last day of school came and went like any other. In History Nick was distant, more so than his usual antisocial self. Likely, his other pending finals were what caused the serious tone, but I couldn’t help but sense approaching danger. As if my health were responding to his coldness, I sneezed all through class.


  That night I had a hard time falling asleep. I was burning up and yet shivering profusely. And my nostrils were dueling; I’d lie on one side and all the mucous would clog the lower nostril. The top nostril would then burn from the expanse of air it took in solo. So I’d turn to the other side but the same thing would happen. And this lasted all night long. I was miserable! The dry cough didn’t help.


  The next morning, (afternoon to everyone else), my mind woke up but my body was dead to the world. The cough was worse and I could barely see out of my scratchy, burning eyes.


  To ignore it any longer would be careless. It was coming soon. I had a distinct impression it would be soon. And I lay in my bed and dozed off to the thought of my life without Nick.


  When I woke again I checked the clock. Three PM. Groggily, I rolled over, telling myself it was time get out of bed but immediately finding a comfortable spot on my pillow. A moment later my phone rang.


  “She’s alive,” he teased in a warm voice, and I could see the hospital-visit smile on his face. The craving to see it in person vanished when I realized how pathetic I looked. But I appreciated the gravity of his words. And hearing his voice was the perfect medicine.


  I ended up coughing, though, right into the phone.


  “Had a feeling you’d be down today,” Nick said.


  I went to say something but phlegm was caught in my throat. “Hold on a sec,” I grumbled.


  I braced myself on the wall when my jump out of bed almost turned into a face plant, and carefully meandered to the kitchen for a glass of water. It was mind-boggling that even when I felt like I’d been run over by a Mack truck, a simple call from him could make me so giddy.


  “Kay, I’b back,” I said, quite spunky for how I felt, but cloggy enough to b my m’s. “Are you at work?” I propped up a pillow, draped my blanket around me, and sat back in bed with my knees folded to my chest.


  “I’m home,” he told me.


  “I thought you had work today?” I got out between a few coughs into my knees.


  “Not in the rain.”


  “It’s raiding?” My mind got up and opened the curtains to let in the view but I was so warm and cozy with thoughts of him that I couldn’t get my body to cooperate. Unfortunately, my discretion wasn’t cooperating at the moment either, and I said exactly what was on my mind. “How often do you think about me?”


  I could almost see that dark eyebrow cocked. But his facial expression vanished from my mind when he responded, “Never.”


  A warm spring of his humor sprinkled over me. “Never?” I giggled.


  “Wait a sec, let me think,” he said, pausing for just the right amount of time to worry me, then following up with, “During my drafting final today, I might have thought about you a little.”


  “Couldn’t get me out of your mind, huh,” I responded, tightening my arms around my legs. “That’s too bad, because I rarely think about you.”


  He laughed and I smiled.


  But suddenly the feeling returned. Something was to occur today that would change things between us. The worry transformed into a cough.


  “You should rest.”


  I pushed away the heavy feeling. “But I’ve been resting all day. I want to talk” I stopped, modifying my words, “I want you to talk.” I felt that if I kept us talking, normalcy would win out over any terrible something that might have an altering effect on us.


  “About?”


  “Let’s play a game. I’ll ask you some questions, and you have to promise to give an honest answer to all of them.”


  “No promises, but I’ll answer your questions.”


  “Oh, I know you’ll give an answer, but not a straight one.”


  The silence over the phone told me it was as good as I’d get. And he seemed to be acting normal. Nothing about him seemed odd. So I forced myself to stop worrying and relax.


  “Okay, first question. What was it like growing up in your family?” The contradictory combination of clogged nose and enthusiasm made us both laugh. “Start with your mom,” I directed.


  The phone remained silent for a moment, then I heard him say, “She’s soft-hearted . . . But underneath, she’s strong.” He paused briefly, and then added, “You’d like her.”


  The thought of meeting her made me smile. “And what about your dad? Would I like him, too?”


  “If you like tempers.”


  “Are your mom and dad together?”


  “Yep.”


  “What does your dad do for a living?”


  Again, he paused as if to choose his words. “He’s a businessman . . . a good one.”


  “What kind of business?” I prodded.


  “He was a mechanic most of his life. Started his own mechanic business, which eventually turned into a thriving franchise.” The irony in his voice was thick and evident.


  “But he wasn’t around a lot,” I gathered.


  His silence strung out. “I liked it that way. The less I saw of him, the better my butt felt.” The blunt comment made me laugh a little.


  “That’s terrible. For him to be gone so much, and then when he was home he punished you? Wow.” My head shook. Did I have a similar type of unhealthy relationship with my father? I knew I didn’t like my dad, but I couldn’t remember why. And I was hesitant to focus on my memories, at the moment not wanting to trigger anything. Yet, to think of Nick as a helpless little boy, being treated harshly . . . “That’s sad; it’s just not right.”


  “Come on,” he retaliated. “I wasn’t a male Cinderella or anything.” His words were unquestionably meant as a transition to another topic. But he’d have to do better than that.


  After a moment of readjusting myself, I asked him, “So he wasn’t that bad then?”


  He cleared his throat. But the pause grew until it became an unanswered question.


  Curiosity suddenly suppressed.


  I waited a moment and then chose a lighter topic. “What about your younger sister? I heard you say something about her to Damian once.”


  “Emily,” he said after a time. “She’s always writing letters to me and sending care packages. She’s nine years younger than me so we didn’t spend much time together growing up.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Twenty-oneno, just turned twenty-two.”


  My mouth dropped. “When?” I bellowed. “Did I miss your birthday? How come you didn’t tell me”


  “Relax,” he cut in. “It’s not a big deal. It was . . . when we weren’t talking as much.” My silence told him I wasn’t following. “When you had the wrong idea . . . ”


  “Oh . . . right,” I said, suddenly coughing again. I turned the phone from my mouth and coughed into my fists, doing my utmost to make it less dramatic and continue the conversation. “I owe you,” cough, cough, “a birthday,” cough, “present!”


  “You sound terrible.”


  “Okay, one more question,” I grumbled.


  No response.


  I thought on this particular question for a moment, deciding that asking it couldn’t spontaneously transport me out of his life or kill me, or anything like that. But I didn’t quite know how to say it, so I went with how it formed in my mind. “How did you get the scar above your eye?”


  Anticipating another silent response, I was surprised to hear him say, “A motorcycle accident, senior year of high school. I was riding down the highway without a helmet when an older lady turned into me. Flew across her car and landed in the gutter.”


  “No way! And you were fine? You were okay? No, I know you’re okay. It’s just, it’s such a small scar for that bad of an accident.”


  I heard a softened “Heather’s being silly again” chuckle. “Bad for my parents. The doctors in the ER told them I wouldn’t survive the night. The next day I walked out of the hospital with a few stitches.”


  Hospital? The ER? Why does that feel significant?


  I shook away the abstract nagging in my head. “Have you ridden since?”


  “When I got home from the hospital my bike was mangled, probably more from my father than the accident. At the risk of not being kicked out of my house, I didn’t buy another one. But I’ve ridden a few times since.”


  “With a helmet, I hope.”


  Another silent ‘yes’.


  “Okay,” I said, releasing my crossed legs and stretching out, attempting to process all the new information on him. As he described the experiences from his life I wondered specific things, like if he remembered anything from the night of his accident. And I wondered how he acted when his father’s temper flared, what he was like in high school, if we would have been had I known him then. I wondered how he would respond if I told him the truth: that I was desperately in love with him; that every second of my existence I wanted to spend with him; that I’d give anything to be his; but that I couldn’t remember my past, and that I was fighting with all my might against something awful that I knew was about to happen. And I wondered if it were possible to be addicted to a person.


  But soon the sickness turned my endless wonderings into teeth chattering. I found myself nestling in tighter, hacking dryly.


  “You sure you’re all right?”


  I nodded his words away. “Really, I’ll be fine.”


  “My uncle’s neighbor is a pediatrician”


  “Honestly, Nick,” I cut him off, “I feel fine. I’m great!”


  But was I fine? I concentrated on the beeping. It was strong and steady. It’s only the flu, I continued to tell myself.


  “I better go,” I heard him say. “But check your phone.” And in the next second my phone beeped.


  “Kay, hold on.” I pulled the phone from my ear and opened the picture. It was a sketch. But when my eyes focused on the drawing I pulled them back in astonishment.


  It was a sketch of the brick fireplace in my apartment, but with the large wooden shelf I had described to him. My dream fireplace. He’d pulled it right out of my head and placed it on paper.


  Though the drawing probably took a matter of minutes, it was nonetheless a gift, combining his skill, his imagination, his time, all packaged into one little pencil and paper gift. My affection for him soared.


  “Like it?” he asked when I put the phone back to my face.


  “I love it!” I barely got out. And I love you. I love you, Nick. Please don’t ever leave me. No matter what happens.


  What I knew was coming, came.


  “You better get some rest.”


  “No, don’t go,” I begged, more with my voice than anything.


  “You need to rest.”


  “No, I need more than that.” I felt if I let him go I would literally die. My thoughts were utterly out of tune.


  Finally my insides snapped, my self-control expired, I couldn’t resist any longer. I loved him. Come over; hold me close, I begged inside. Kiss me. Make all the confusion go away. Hold me forever and don’t let me go. I can’t stand it any longer.


  “Come to California with me,” he said suddenly.


  My mind stumbled with the unexpected words. “What . . . ”


  He continued, perfectly calmly, “Come with me for the weekend. Meet my family.”


  But the response that surfaced was, “The ocean . . . ”


  “I’ll take you there.”


  My insides were tingly, numb. “Yes.” I nodded dazedly. This was it, the something I was waiting for, the ocean that would change everything.


  “All right,” he said. “Get some sleep.”


  



  *******


  



  The night before the flight, Nick called to say he’d pick me up at noon.


  “I’m going to work in the morning,” I told him. “But I’ll be ready. See you tomorrow.”


  “Hey.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Lock your doors.” The words were soft, sleepy, pressed against the phone.


  I smiled. “Promise.”


  He imparted a late night chuckle and hung up.


  I got ready for bed and checked the doors, never because I thought it necessary. It’s just that when I did, I thought of him, and I’d give anything for that.


  Shortly after, the phone rang again. With a knowing giggle, I answered quickly. “I locked ’em!”


  But the other end was silent.


  “Nick?” I held the phone away from my ear and looked at the identification key. ‘Unknown’.


  “Who is this?” I demanded, keeping the phone forward.


  My finger stretched to the “off” button but froze when Creed’s voice spoke on the other end.


  “Heather, it’s time to wake up now.”


  Instantly, my mind numbed, and the dial on the wheel of fear rotated toward me. There was no yucky feeling, but there it was, Creed’s voice, nearer than ever. I pressed the “off” button and flung the phone to the ground as if it were a poisonous spider.


  



  *******


  



  Though I was comforted to be in my bed the next morning with my small suitcase by my closet, my usual breakfast of Frosted Flakes or a granola bar didn’t sound appetizing. After a quick shower I went to the office and helped Bob the Boss with paperwork until Nick arrived.


  Usually when I opened my front door to him I couldn’t get past his face. But this time I noticed his outfit: faded jeans and a thick, off white, hooded sweatshirt that starkly contrasted his brown hair. Inevitably, my mouth took over before my reserve did.


  “Don’t wear that sweatshirt ever again!” I told him.


  He looked down to see what he’d thrown on this morning.


  “You look way too good in it.”


  He disregarded my silliness, wrapping his strong arms around me and pulling me inward. His large, gentle hands skated across my spine. I got the most spectacular chills.


  “You’ve never flown, have you?” he commented after we took our seats on the plane.


  “How’d you know?”


  “Just a guess.”


  Then I realized I’d played with every button on the armrest, tinkered with the knobs above my head, and had three magazines on my lap from the seat pocket in front of me. I laughed, shrugged my shoulders, and opened the in-flight instruction booklet with excited hands. Paying close attention to the flight attendant, I hadn’t realized we were already moving.


  The flight attendant passed through the aisle one last time, stopping beside us and reminding Nick, “Sir, it’s time to turn off your cell phone.”


  He responded with, “You got it,” but continued punching like he hadn’t heard her. And when we began to take off, he was still fiddling with it.


  “Aren’t you going to turn off your phone?” I wondered. “We’re all gonna die and it’ll be your fault.”


  He peered at me without an expression, and then looked back to the phone, finally holding down the red button. I would have bet my life he knew that it operated at too low a frequency to interfere with the navigation system of the aircraft, or something like that. Defiant little smarty-pants.


  “Heather?” Nick whispered just after the pilot informed us we were at cruising altitude.


  “Yeah?” I replied through the airplane’s roar, recognizing how abnormally quiet I was being and then holding in some surfacing comments.


  “The ring on your finger,” he began, “might confuse my parents.”


  My eyes went straight to my left hand and the bright gold ring fastened there. Immediately I was hit with understanding that had me wondering if there were calluses on my selfish heart. I remembered my feelings when I saw him kiss his old girlfriend, feelings he had perhaps dealt with during our entire courtship. My thoughts for once ignored me and focused on him.


  I took off the ring and discarded it in my pocket, wishing I could do the same with all of my serious problems. With my thoughts busy, I began wiping the stark white tan line on my finger, which got a small rise from him.


  “I suppose it won’t go away,” I replied, shunning the irony.


  We left a crisp, harvest autumn and entered a cool, humid air. While Nick held the door for me, I quivered into the cab, grateful I’d decided on my thicker coat. During the ride we continued discussing his family and hometown of Half Moon Bay. As he described the coastline and how the cities fit together, a youthful, carefree side of him surfaced, prompting a shift to light-heartedness in me. Still, I couldn’t get my arms and hands to cooperate, and they continued to fidget.


  Outside, the rich, rolling hills adorned with deep green pine trees were majestic manifestations of the nearing ocean. I could almost taste it, the foreboding body of water, the soul of the earth, my ocean. But out of all the introductions I was anticipating, at the moment I was most nervous to meet Grandma Ermine, who lived with Nick’s parents since her fall on the stairs last year. “She can do two things perfectly,” he had warned me on the airplane, “apple pie and cynicism.”


  Nick’s mom was waiting to welcome us as soon as we arrived. Nick’s father and sister joined her in the entryway. My first observation was that Nick had inherited his hefty father’s muscle mass and his slender mom’s leanness. It was an optimal combination, hence his physique. And thankfully, they were well mannered and gracious.


  When Grandma Ermine entered the front room, she reached up and thumped the side of Nick’s waste with solid, stiffly bent fingers. In fact, everything about her was solid and stiffly bent, even her greeting to me, a trivial nod with a suggestion that I was infringing on the family occasion. But because she was much older than I had anticipated, and perhaps a touch senile, I gave her a pass. Still, I fidgeted, took a deep breath, and was glad when his grandma left and his mom told us to sit.


  Fortunately Nick’s lanky little sister, Emily, took a liking to me instantly. She was talkative and spunky, taking in the special occasion.


  “You wanna come up and see my room?” Emily asked after all the introductions and ten minutes of catching up were complete.


  “Sure,” I responded, unsettled by the quick eye contact Nick’s imposing father and I made. I wouldn’t want to see him angry, I thought to myself. “Let’s go.”


  I jumped off the soft, dark maroon leather sectional couch in the pristine family room, also home to an old recliner chair, a fat TV on a colossal oak entertainment center and an elegant curio cabinet hugging against a side wall and filled with valuable-looking glass and porcelain figurines. As Emily led me up the brown, plush stairs, I could barely make out the fading conversation. But I clearly heard Nick’s mom say, “She’s darling,” for which I was happy. I knew it would take more than a few smiles to impress Nick’s father, however.


  I quickly stopped thinking about myself and addressed Emily. “So, what’s it like living in California?” I asked her at the top of the stairs. But instead of paying attention to her short, “It’s good” response, I studied three doors, two directly in front of us and barely open. To the left, the bathroom divided a far door, and to the right, down a small hallway were closed double doors.


  When I realized I was talking with a twelve-year-old, not an adult, and would have to prod more creatively, I changed my take.


  “What is your absolute favorite thing to do?” I asked with enthusiasm as we walked into the door straight ahead. Her fluffy, dark blonde hair puffed up when she sprawled onto her bed.


  That started us on a gripping conversation of roller coasters, trolleys, seashell collections, and sailing. I was thoroughly engrossed in her tales of each and instantly attached to her Nick-blue eyes. And when Nick came in and announced his dad needed help at the body shop for an hour, I was more than fine with it.


  “No problem,” I assured him, “I’ll hang out with Emily.”


  After an hour of chatting with Emily, in which a quarter of that time was spent talking about her elegant, white ceramic watchwith a sparkly, diamond studded, round face that not only gave the time but the date as well, and was given to her by her parents on her eighth birthdaythe phone rang. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone but the diamonds are real,” she told me as she rolled across the bed to answer the phone.


  “I love it!” I told her back. Truly, it was the most beautiful watch I’d ever seen.


  With my hands, I motioned to Emily that I would be downstairs helping her mom, (what was her name again?), with dinner.


  When I walked past the room I guessed to be Nick’s, I fancied to peek inside. But snooping wouldn’t make the best impression. So instead, I headed down the stairs and into the extensive kitchen with shiny, silver appliances.


  I wished I knew more about Nick’s mom so I had something to go on, like for starters, her name . . . two names, hooked into one, but I couldn’t remember either of them for the life of me. I wondered if Mrs. Richards would do.


  All of a sudden my mind took off on a dialogue daydream.


  “I don’t remember your name but can I help you with dinner?”


  “No dear. That is utterly rude. Did you lose your memory or something?”


  “Oh, hi, Heather!” she kindly greeted, pulling me out of my nightmare. With boy-cut short, blonde hair and a petite face and frame, she seemed as delicate as moms come; Nick’s charm came from her.


  “I would love to help cook dinner though I have to warn you I don’t have much experience,” I said. She laughed and it reminded me of Nick’s laugh whenever I made a self-effacing comment.


  “But I’m a fast learner,” I added, hoping she wouldn’t follow with a compliment as Nick would.


  “Here, hon.” She handed me a tablecloth. “You can set the table.”


  After directing me to the silverware, she left me on my own.


  “It’s been over two years since Nicholas has been home,” she started as we busied ourselves in the kitchen together. Nicholas, I repeated in my head, smiling. “He’s all grown up.” She paused. “He looks very happy. I assume that’s due to you.” There it was, the compliment. I felt unworthy of it but my face thanked her anyway. “He wasn’t always that way, you know.” I glanced in her direction but not at her, my hands staying busy with the forks. I hoped my silence would prod her, but I had a feeling she’d continue despite my reaction. “Oh, he was a handful that boy, always getting into trouble. He won’t appreciate me telling you this, but when he was Emily’s age he and his friends blew up all the mailboxes in the neighborhood with bottle grenades.”


  I couldn’t help but giggle, imagining his sly little grin as he watched mailboxes burst into oblivion.


  “It gets worse, hon. During his first two years of high school he was in fight after fight. Thank goodness he never got expelled. The school counselor said Nicholas never instigated the fights but he had such a hard time minding his own business. Oh, I can hear his father like it was yesterday, ‘Does the other boy look worse than you?’ ‘Yeah, dad,’ Nicholas would say, tough as nails. And Hal would walk away satisfied.” Hal, that’s right. His dad’s name is Hal.


  “I never worried about him though, with his older brother Johnny as his coach. They roughhoused constantly and despite their age gap and Johnny’s heavy build, Nicholas always held his own. In fact, I remember the day Nicholas gave Johnny a bloody nose.” This time I couldn’t help but look right at her; she was shaking her head. “After that, Johnny didn’t pick on him as much. In fact, that’s about when they became best friends.”


  I giggled again, deciding Nick got his untalkativeness from his father. I found myself wondering about his older brother. But I continued with the cups, anxious to hear more and pretty positive my questions would be answered whether I wanted them to be or not.


  “Despite all the fights, he was popular, with the boys and the girls. But it was always about baseball for him.” She lifted the pot lid and began to stir away the steam. “When Johnny died” My attention riveted. But I turned away fast, forcing my hands to slowly defreeze, my mind swiftly piecing together little tidbits of facts, and then instantly recalled a conversation from the night Nick took me home from the party.


  



  



  “This is interesting,” Heather told Dr. Adams, who had ditched his notepad on the hospital room floor hours ago, and now looked at Heather with the same expression as someone who had been pulled away from their favorite TV show.


  “Why did you stop? What is it?”


  “I think that when all of this was really happening, you know, for the first time, in real life, I didn’t remember the conversation Nick and I had about his brother the night of the party. I was such a mess that night that I couldn’t even remember the ride home. But when I was dreaming about it, I think I remembered it. Is that possible? It’s like my subconscious remembered the conversation, and called it back up. Can that really happen?”


  “Anything is possible, where our brains are concerned. You’re recovery is proof of that.”


  “Okay, where was I?”


  “Nick’s mom was discussing his brother’s death.”


  



  


  “Nicholas was a junior when Johnny died,” his mom explained. “He dealt with his brother’s death by turning to baseball. It became his life.”


  Nick’s mom stopped speaking. I stopped with the table and watched curiously as the tears welled in her eyes. Because I didn’t remember ever seeing someone else cry, I didn’t know what to do. I went with how I felt. “I’m sorry.”


  A brief smile, and then a moment of silent reflection. “Now that he’s all grown up,” she sniffed, “I see Johnny in his mannerisms. And if you only knew how similar they sound . . . ” She wiped her eyes with her apron and then imparted the most pitiful, sad-sounding laugh. “Oh, don’t mind me. Where was I going with this story anyway?” She composed herself and continued, “Oh yes. After Nicholas was in his motorcycle accident his senior year, he changed, and baseball was much different.”


  Instantly, a string of thoughts laced through my mind: first, the scar above his eye; next, overhearing Steve talk about Nick’s all-star talent; finally, our conversation by the lake and the decision Nick made, architecture over baseball. It didn’t add up. I searched for clarification. “Did his baseball go downhill after his accident?” I guessed.


  “One would think; but just the opposite. After the accident, he became even more disciplined, more focused. I’d never seen a more responsible seventeen-year-old. Every day he’d wake up early and do his homework. Then he’d go to schoolon time I might add. And then it was straight to baseball practice for four hours, his dad’s shop for a couple more, and then home. He’d eat and go straight to bed. Then he’d get up early the next day and start all over. I don’t think he missed a day of school his entire senior year. And there were no fights either . . . Scratch that. There was the one with a good friend named Chris who made a comment about Johnny after his passing. Oh, I felt awful when Chris’s mother called me. Nicholas had broken the boy’s nose, poor fellow.” She shook away the memory. “But enough of that. It really was a life-changing year for Nicholas.


  The sauce was boiling and she turned the burner down. But the action was unconscious; her mind was still on her two sons.


  “I worried about him socially. He became so quiet and to himselfwhat’s the word? Introverted. But baseball, ohhhhh. What a year he had! Scouts from all over came to watch him. Dozens more than his junior year. They wanted to draft him directly from high school to the major leagues.” She opened the pot again and scooped up a taste. “I remember his exact words, ‘I don’t feel right about it, Mom.’ He told me that more than once.


  “It wasn’t easy for him, as one can imagine. But,” she shrugged, “after deciding on Washington University, he said that for the first time in his life he felt he’d made the right decision. Who can argue with that?”


  I placed a sparkly fork on a napkin, mingling all the new information with the old.


  “I suppose I should formally thank you, Heather, for what you’ve done for him.”


  I gazed over my shoulder and watched her take a large glass pan out of the oven. What had I done?


  “I’ve gathered, from something he mentioned, that he’s talked to you about Johnny. He must really care about you to have told you. He’s never talked to anyone about his brother’s death, not to me or his father. He’s held it all inside. I don’t know how you did it, but you’ve broken through a barrier he’s had for years. And I can tell he’s truly happy. I’m happy to see him this way.”


  Before I could respond, Emily walked in. “Mom, can I hang out at Maggie’s house tomorrow?”


  “No, hon. Your brother’s home. You need to stay around this weekend.”


  “That’s what I told Maggie, so she said she could come here.”


  Wow, she’s good.


  “That’s fine,” said her mom.


  I gave Emily my impressed smile and she smiled back, scooping up a pile of knives.


  “Emily,” Nick’s mom resumed her melancholy voice, evidently still in memoirs-mode, “do you remember how Nicholas had you make milkshakes for him when you were younger?”


  “Oh, totally!” She cackled as she moved around the oval table placing knives by the plates. “He’d get me to make him Oreo milkshakes all the time, with strawberries or bananas. He’d tell me I was the best milkshake maker in all of California. And I believed him! I loved making milkshakes for him. I totally worshipped him!” We laughed together.


  I was envious of their experiences: the sorrows, sweet times, and strengthening through all the intensity of emotions I had dealt with in my short history. I felt the sting of lost memories but appreciation for my months of miracle.


  Nick and his father walked in from the garage just after the food was put on the table. I almost had a heart attack when I laid eyes on him. The immaculate off-white sweatshirt was saturated with grease.


  “Mmmm. That’s a familiar smell,” Nick commented.


  “And you’re just in time, boys,” his momSue Ellen! Yes, Sue Ellen is her name! Finally!said as she took the rolls out of the oven. “And Heather and Emily have both been very helpful.”


  “Heather helped with dinner?” Nick yelled from the garage entry door while pulling his stained sweatshirt over his head.


  “Yes, hon. She was very helpful.”


  I grinned smugly at him, lifting my chin a notch.


  He started toward me, briefly playing with my hand in passing. “Does popcorn go with lasagna?” he spoke in a soft voice.


  “Funny!” I shot back, laughing as I watched him disappear up the stairs in three strides. But a glance from father Hal held my laughter short. Thankfully, and from our arrival conversation, I knew that was his kind face.


  Upon grease-free Nick’s return, we ate. Afterwards, Nick told his family we’d be back and then we stole away into the night.


  Chapter 11


  The new air was thick and fresh; the damp coolness penetrated through my coat. But instead of the usual bone-chilling effect, I felt enlivened.


  “I like it here,” I said as he changed our cupped hands to a more intimate, laced one.


  “Sorry about earlier. Had a feeling my dad would need my help.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Your sister’s great! And your mom told me a lot of fun stories about you.”


  “Oh no, let me guess.” His composure confirmed my suspicions that he’d accepted his childhood blunders long ago. “She told you about the time we got busted for shooting BB’s at the police car.”


  I laughed out loud. “Actually, I hadn’t heard that one.”


  “Really? In that case, I wasn’t involved.”


  “Right!” Deep sarcasm. “And you didn’t blow up the neighbor’s mailboxes either.”


  We laughed, him a reminiscent chuckle, me a giggling desire to know everything about him. However, I thought it best to stay away from the topic I most wanted to discuss, the death of his older brother. To damper his spirits for my benefit would be selfish. And besides, who was I to call him out when I had secrets of my own?


  And my second wish was to go to the ocean since I couldn’t think of anything more perfect than to be in Nick’s arms on a moonlit seashore. And the anticipation was killing me. I just wanted to get it over with! But I discarded the thought, having decided it was too dark to take in the scene forever sealed in my dreams.


  Dark indeed, for I could barely make out where the neighbor’s walkway and door met. However, Nick, noticeably familiar with the setup, knocked on the dark door without having to reach a probing hand. A few seconds later the porch light illuminated.


  A shirtless man I guessed to be Nick’s father’s age, with wispy-thin patches of black, coarse hair poking through baldness, and a once full face now saggy like the rest of him, stood in the doorway.


  “Haha,” he bellowed in a gruff voice. “Richie-Rich.” He grabbed Nick’s face in a slap/hug fashion and pulled him in as if Nick were still the little misfit kid the man once knew.


  When the embrace ended and Nick readjusted his hat, a touch of softness shown on the stranger’s rough face.


  Nick smiled. “How are ya, Big Lou?”


  “Good. I’m good, son.” The man’s eyes, with reflections of a surrogate parent to the rebellious little neighbor boy flashing behind them, couldn’t help but brighten.


  “This is Heather.” I walked closer, not knowing whether to use my words or my body. But Big Lou imparted another monster hug for me too.


  “Taking care of Richie, I see.”


  “Uh huh,” I half agreed and half laughed as his hard hand landed on my back. Then I released myself and found Nick’s hands behind me.


  “Good, good,” he said as he walked onto the porch with us. “Ditching college, are you?”


  “Sort of,” Nick answered.


  “Good. Good.”


  From Big Lou’s easiness it was obvious he was a great sanctuary for Nick during the hard times.


  “You still have your bike?” Nick asked.


  “Your bike, son. She’s in the garage. Keys are in it.”


  They said their goodbyes and then when we turned to leave, Big Lou hollered, “If your old man asks, I know nothin.”


  Through a half chuckle, Nick responded in the affirmative.


  “And don’t asphalt her pretty face like you did yours.” Each gruff word drowned out as the door closed.


  We walked around the house, laughing in the blackness as we struggled through the tall bushes to get to the side yard. Using his hand as a towrope through the weed-infested area, I wondered, “What did he mean, your bike?”


  “One summer” he ducked under a tree-branch, weaving me through the brush, “Lou came across this bike that was pretty hammered. I fixed it up and, according to him, it’s been mine ever since.”


  Nick opened a side door that led into a junk-filled garage lit by a lone bulb, making it hard to maneuver. I stayed in the corner while Nick mazed through the room, opened the garage door by hand, and then grabbed two large black balls from a shelf. Then he mazed back to me.


  “Put this on,” he requested.


  I obeyed, grabbing the straps on either end of the helmet and sliding my head through the tight opening. He led me toward the open garage door as I lifted the inhibiting plastic shield.


  Swinging his leg around the dark bike, he shoved the bike forward to release the stand and then turned the key. Instantly, the bike purred. He glanced at the bike, seeming to examine the parts, then curved toward me and began a lighter examination, popping his eyebrows in a pleased fashion.


  “I feel like an astronaut.”


  “Alrighty,” he said with a smirk and then revved the bike. “Hop on.”


  My hands were sweaty with excitement. I put my foot where he told me and kicked my leg around, trying to steady my wobbly neck so my helmet didn’t bump his head. After he adjusted my thighs tightly around his, apparently making sure I was locked in but unknowingly sending a hot shock through my body, he tossed away his hat and secured his helmet. Then, in what seemed like half a second, he kicked us into gear, slowed out of the driveway, turned onto the street, and zoomed down the road.


  We were one with the pavement, moving flat and fast. The sensation was energizing.


  But then, all at once, the bike kicked into high gear; the thrust startling me. I clutched Nick’s waist and closed my eyes. As we made a sharp turn the bike decelerated and then tilted toward the street, and I was positive we would fall. If I didn’t trust him with all my heart, I would have put my wanting foot down. But instead I held tighter, boring my arms into his sides and clinging for life.


  We accelerated again, not as sudden, but this time plateauing at a much higher velocity. After a few minutes of sustained speed I finally found the courage to steal a sideways glance. We passed a brightly lit gas station and then a cluster of homes that all looked like carbon copies. Then, more black.


  My body finally began to relax. The isolation of the dark night, the adrenalin-pumping speed across town, and the humming of the bike, all of which made the world disappear, focused me on being wrapped around the man I adored. I inhaled a breath of enticing, fresh, euphoric freedom.


  Mistakenly though, I glanced over his shoulder from the top of a steep mountain ridge down a narrow, dark, winding canyon below. My stomach fluttered wildly and my fingers wriggled with anticipation as the bike continued to gather speed. Suddenly the bike slowed and Nick straightened. Questioningly, I pulled up with him, whereupon Nick’s hands gathered mine and placed them under the front of his jacket. I settled them onto his warm, thin t-shirted wall of stomach muscles and thanked history for the invention of the motorcycle.


  By the time we hit the first mountain turn we were in high gear. Two quick turns, the bike lay low. My hands clung to his t-shirt. With every turn the bike went lower to the ground, and faster it seemed. We cruised down the canyon, rubber to road, inches from impact.


  This is not wise, my mind said.


  This is wild, it said ten minutes later.


  And by the time the trees parted at the base of the canyon and the lights shown ahead, my mind roared, That was awesome!


  At the stoplight Nick brought his feet down to steady us. “You good?” my ears made out through a wall of helmet.


  “Amazing!” I exclaimed, still high on adrenalin.


  “What?”


  I released one hand from under his jacket and raised my fist in the air. But the hand gesture was superfluous since he heard me this time. “Delicious!” I exclaimed, so loud Big Lou could’ve heard me.


  Automatically, I replaced my hand under his jacket, cuddling into him and caught up in a wonderful dreamland. But the movement of laughter on the smooth flexing grooves of stomach muscle won my attention. His body was so warm, so solid.


  Driven by a curious urge, and with subtle movements in time with the thrust of the bike, my fingertips and palms began investigating the contours of Nick’s abdomen.


  Completely out of character for me, certainly lost in the moment, imagining that somehow the helmet, or the great outdoors lent me an excess of privacy, my hands began smoothing up the rock hard wall of his torso, taking in every muscular crevice and ridge of his well-built physique. My fingertips awakened with little flames of heat, the intensity beginning to fester internally. Finally, when my hands went onto the hulking formations of his chest, my brain turned back on, my eyes flew open and my smile left. I stopped my hands and flung them back to his stomach, balling them into fists and hoping Nick would accept my cold hands excuse that formed in my mind in the next second.


  And in the next second, it seemed, the ride was over.


  “Ahh, that felt good. It’s been too long,” Nick commented on the walk back to his house after politely allowing, (like he always did), my enthusiasm to run, (like it always did), wild with excitement. The rush of adrenalin from the speed had me higher than a cloud. “You’re a smooth ride,” he went on. “But I’m not surprised. Any girl who can change a car battery . . . ”


  Completely absorbed, I soaked up as much as possible. “Will you take me again some time?”


  He hesitated. “That depends.”


  “On?”


  “I think I almost have it figured out.” Had he not seen enough of my passion to know skipping like a child after an outstanding experience was normal? But he went on to explain, “You like to hold my hand. And you’re okay when I rub your back or your shoulders. And when I touch your hair . . . you seem to like it.” He was right; I loved that. “You don’t mind when I hug you . . . ” It was pitiful to hear him checklist his limitations, and all the more pitiful that I was encouraging him in my mind. So, my attempts to keep him at a distance hadn’t gone unnoticed. “It’s the intimate things you have a hard time with, that make you so nervous, like touching your neck, or any sort of skin contact, other than your hands. Am I right?”


  My shoulders slouched slightly. “Pretty close.”


  “Then I’m wondering about something I would have guessed to be off limits to you. And that would be your wandering hands on our bike ride this evening . . . ”


  My airy strides suddenly felt the heavy pull of gravity and I strained to make them pull ahead of Nick. None of the excuses in my head fit the moment just right. You oaf, Heather! Why can’t you ever control yourself! The only adequate response was the truth.


  “I got carried away, Nick,” I confessed. “I’m so sorry. It won’t happen again. You were just so warm and”


  “Heather,” he said from behind me, “It’s okay.”


  My eyes shut tight. “No, it’s not.”


  “Hey now” He leaned toward me and cupped my hand to slow me. “Don’t misunderstand me; I thoroughly enjoyed it.”


  “You know,” I accused, “if you weren’t so good to me, and it doesn’t help that you’re so dang good looking, maybe I wouldn’t embarrass myself every two seconds around you” I tried to let go of his hand as I trudged up his porch steps, fully aware of my condition that made us impossible. I was done hiding, done leading him where we couldn’t go together. This couldn’t last this way. It was fully unfair. I had to tell him the truth, everything about my stunted past and frail existence and the chance he was taking with me. But first I had to tell him how I really felt, nothing holding back.


  We were standing on his doorstep; his hands surrounded my arms and slowly pulled me closer. “Forget I mentioned it.” His eyes were gazing at me through the darkness. “Nothing will change unless you want it to.” I didn’t want anything to change. Perfection should be allowed to last forever. “We’ll take it as slow as you need to.”


  I sighed. “I’m such a handful. If you knew what was best, you’d leave me alone.”


  His face mocked me, the expression healing. My hands received a shot of heat as he squeezed them softly. “Why would I leave someone who makes me laugh as much as you do?” His sure arm wrapped around me as he opened the door and challenged, “Are you calling me an idiot?”


  The comment lightened my face. “No.” I laughed, mostly because I was happy.


  We walked into the family room, both still giggling. However, when a powerful, deep voice cut into our moment, the mood immediately turned upside down. “A few years of college haven’t wised you up?”


  Nick turned to his dad, who was sitting on the couch looking toward the athletes on the TV screen, but his intimidating profile was angry.


  “Take your girlfriend for a joyride and kill both of you? Is that what you’re trying to do?” When he turned to face us, he looked heftier and tougher than ever, and his eyes were red, fire-red, more than I expected. I zipped mine away, an awkward tremble creeping through my toes. But the shaking stopped in the middle of my shins when I saw Nick roll his eyes. Maybe, I hoped, Hal’s fiery temper was either short-lived or easily distinguished.


  “We’re fine”


  “Stupid, that’s what you are,” he interrupted his son, the words carrying a measure of steam.


  Not easily distinguished.


  “You went to college to become stupid?” Every word seemed to fuel his anger.


  Not short-lived either because Nick suddenly turned my way and directed, “Go upstairs.” He must’ve seen the apprehension in my eyes because he continued with an assuring face, “I’ll be up in a sec.”


  He let go of my hand and walked into the kitchen. That, or I let go of his when he walked forward, not wanting to move and bring any fire my way. I turned compactly and slid out of the room, making my way to an antique looking credenza by the foot of the stairs. My body wouldn’t allow me to take it all the way up the steps though. It was reacting the same rigid way it did when I was cold, but at the moment I felt a different kind of cold.


  From the hallway, Hal’s words were too muffled to make out, but the inflections weren’t friendly.


  Nick had yet to respond vocally but I heard the refrigerator door open and close.


  And then I heard Hal’s demand, tighter than a gallows knot, “You better speak up, boy, or get out of my house.”


  I couldn’t make out Nick’s words . . . something about not being twelve anymore?


  Hal went on for a few sentences. Something, something, and then I could have sworn I heard my name, along with a few cuss words.


  I held to the stair’s railing and leaned toward them, my ears straining to hear.


  All of a sudden the tenor in Nick’s voice changed. His father must’ve said something that pressed a button buried somewhere beneath all that self-discipline, because Nick was angry. I supposed it was easiest to lose one’s temper with the person who taught you about a temper in the first place.


  Something slammed against the wall, and I cringed. Where was Nick’s mom?


  Then I heard my name again; my mouth hung open. Should I walk back in? Would that stop them? Should I call the cops?


  I heard Nick’s voice again; at least he wasn’t knocked out.


  “Call me what you want,” I heard him say, dense, deep, deliberate, and just loud enough for my straining ears. He said something else, something about me, but I couldn’t quite pick out the words. I strained harder. “Not in front of me, ever,” was the last thing I heard him say.


  My heart lodged in my throat.


  The conversation was over and it was time for me to be upstairsa few minutes ago. But Nick was already heading around the corner.


  He moved past me with a quick, heated glance, continuing up the stairs. Stupid, curious girl! Why hadn’t I gone upstairs? My hands were so wet and slippery they could barely hold on to the railing as I trailed him up the stairs.


  While walking up the steps, he unexpectedly turned toward me, almost causing a head-on collision. Our faces were practically touching, his wearing an expression I couldn’t readnot calmness, not anger, but not without both emotions. Knowing what was coming, I braced for a hot lecture, telling myself to admit fault and apologize, no matter how cruel his words.


  But instead of the verbal assault, something even more staggering came. A soft caress, from the edge of my jaw to the sensitive hollow of my neck.


  My mouth parted in silence as his dark eyes held mine for a still moment. And then he turned away and climbed the rest of the stairs.


  I thought about how I could release the warm contention inside him, and why the small war had caused my feelings to warm to him. But I was right about one thing: Nick’s room was closest to Emily’s. Upon entering, the first thing I noticed was our two bags together, his with a dirty off white sweatshirt lying atop. Nick handed me a bottle of water and then walked over and bent down, tossing his sweatshirt to the floor and grabbing something out of his bag.


  I suddenly wanted to smooth his hair, wash all the grease out of his sweatshirt, fix him a large milkshake, and make all his troubles go away.


  “You know” I bravely entered the silence, venturing to offset his mood. “I wasn’t serious about you never wearing that sweatshirt again.”


  “Really?” His tone was flat. “You should have clarified that earlier.”


  I’d found a weakness; he wasn’t very good at hiding aggression.


  Still, I simpered, sort of, then uncomfortably planted myself on the edge of his bed. He, in turn, rested against the dresser opposite me, twisted the cap off his water, and drank.


  How did he do that? I wondered. How did he make the most mundane of acts look so attractive?


  I forced myself to stop staring and instead perused the room. The first display my eyes noticed was the three-shelved wall-full of trophies. There must have been a hundred! Besides the award wall, a clean-topped dresser with a matching mirror, a tidy desk in the corner with a computer on it, and his bed with a puffy blue comforter were the extent of the furniture in the room.


  As my focus returned to Nick, I saw him scan the room the same way I did, as if it were his first time. Out of the blueand the last thing I expectedhe began to laugh, without humor, shaking his head as if the circumstances were all too familiar. Then he took another swig of water. He was easily without me in his thoughts, and I was altogether intruding on his solitude. My decision went from disappearing, to remaining quiet, to hugging and holding him. But when his head came down, his unsmiling eyes again locked on me. I held in a yawn, embarrassed by my body in complete contrast to the way I felt, alert and there for him.


  “You’re tired,” he stated with his arms folded.


  “No, not really.” But as hard as I tried to keep it away, I lost the battle as well as his trust when he caught me holding in another yawn.


  “Where do you wanna sleep?” His body rested casually. “My bed?” He waited for a moment then took another drink. Ahhh, there it was again. That quiet composure in the most unseemly of circumstances. And it always made my knees weak, certainly because I unequivocally lacked any skill in the self-discipline area and he was such a master. His casualness came from something way beyond his parents, something innately in him. That quiet composure that absolutely hooked me to him.


  And yet this circumstance reminded me of being in class with him those first weeks of school, him distant and me endlessly trying to figure him out. He was far away compared to just moments ago when we snuggled on the motorcycle. My shoulders curved in stress and I rubbed my arms. Although he was collected, I sensed residual, dividing tension from the argument.


  Back to his question, what was he asking? Did I want to sleep in his bed? “In your bed, with you?” I questioned, trying to be sensitive to his state but also trying to hold in the panic of how I’d deal with that.


  This time he laughed heartily, again without an ounce of humor, or shame; as if on the wings of dead amusement soared a desire for an intimate connection.


  I refused to stay quiet. I hated when he was ahead of me in thought. “What’s so funny?”


  He put his bottle down and folded his arms, searching my face. His almost softened, but he stood up just before it really got there. “I know you think I’m always controlled,” he explained, walking toward me, “but I am only human.” He passed me, turned the bed down, took the nearest pillow, and then centered the far pillow for my comfort. “And one argument per weekend with my father is probably enough. I’ll be on the couch.”


  My eyes found the floor as I let out a huge, private exhale of relief, but when I looked up, his eyes were fixed on me.


  “Can I get you anything?” he asked.


  The toying of my emotions was out of control. He couldn’t leave me like this. I wanted to lie with him all night, talk about everything and nothing in particular, play with his sauna-like hands, have him stroke my hair until I fell asleep wrapped in his arms. I felt like I understood him better, his motivations and reasons. I felt more concern for him, more devoted to his happiness, more in love with him than ever. I wanted to be back on the motorcycle. If only the ride could have lasted forever.


  “Thanks for taking me riding,” I whispered. The next sentence was filled with sincerity but without my usual enthusiasm. “It was the most pleasurable experience I’ve ever had in my entire life.”


  A small but authentic smile suddenly twisted on his face. “In your entire life?” he riddled with sarcasm as the residual anger seemed to finally evaporate.


  He casually rested beside me on the bed and found my hand, my palm shifting into his. My eyes watched our fingers tether eagerly. When I looked up I could see the tired but patient confusion in his eyes and it tore at my insides. I had to tell him everything. This was the perfect time. If he thought I was crazy, at least he couldn’t ditch me. We’d still have to fly home together and I would have more time to explain. And maybe, just maybe he would accept me for who I was, or wasn’t.


  “Nick,” I started, and a jolt of fear ran through me causing my head to bend downward, “I have to tell you something. But first you have to know that I am completely,” pause, nervously playing with his fingers, “embarrassingly, out of control,” pause again. Say it Heather; tell him how much you love him. But the words were impossible to pronounce.


  So I looked into his eyes. “No, that’s not gonna help,” I muttered, watching our wrapped hands again and building up the courage to let it flow. The room was so silent I thought I could hear the floorboards breathing. Okay, this is it. Tell him


  The door flung open and the knob clunked against the wall. I almost landed in Nick’s lap.


  “Heather, wanna have a slumber party tonight?” Emily asked.


  “Uh, sure,” I replied, looking toward Nick for his approval. But he hadn’t yet updated his brain to the new conversation. It didn’t take but a few seconds.


  “Don’t talk too long, Em,” Nick directed, still looking at me, “Heather’s tired. Let her sleep.”


  I gave Nick a smiling look of independence as Emily responded, “Yeah, yeah, I got it.”


  As we crawled into Nick’s bed together Emily’s initial words were a continuation of my own.


  “You know how you’re in love with my brother?”


  I responded at once, settling my hands atop Nick’s comforter. “I am?”


  “I know I’m only twelve but I’m not a dunce.”


  “No, of course you’re not,” I said, yet my mind was elsewhere. How obvious was my obsession for Nick? Could his parents see it, too?


  Luckily, Emily’s question was the preface to a conversation about her famous milkshake concoctions, not my love life. When our words became few, I slowly slumbered into imaginations of kissing Nick’s lips on the shore of an Oreo-banana ocean.


  



  *******


  



  Breakfast that morning was calm. However, Nick’s disheveled hair was anything but.


  “Rough night?” I asked, patting his puffy hair down while holding in a laugh.


  Emily joined in, “You look like you have a bird’s nest on your head.”


  “Hmph,” he replied while eating cold cereal from a large mixing bowl. The natural expectation would be for him to pat his hair down or run his fingers through it, like I would have. But he just kept on eating. Then I remembered. Nothing fazed Nick. Suddenly his nest hair became nearly flawless. It didn’t hurt that his face was still as remarkable as ever.


  The three of us ate cereal while Nick’s mom busied herself in the kitchen preparing for tomorrow’s Sunday feast with the extended family. Nick’s father had woken early and gone to the shop. Maybe it was just me, but the house felt extra peaceful in his absence.


  We helped Sue Ellen while she updated Nick on the whereabouts of his old high school friends. Grandma popped her head in and told us to “shush” so she could take her morning napher way of saying good morning, I decided. After that, Nick announced he and I were off to the ocean.


  “Heather’s never been to the beach,” he told his mom. “And she’s really impatient.”


  “No I’m not!” I gave him a pointed look, his lips were quirked in a smile. How had he known?


  “You two take the car,” his mom piped in.


  “It’s a block away.”


  “Yes, hon, but you might want to take Heather somewhere afterwards, up the coast or into town.”


  “That sounds great!” I agreed, assisting Sue Ellen in preventing a second motorcycle conflict.


  He motioned with his head. “Let’s go.”


  Chapter 12


  I waited outside on the driveway for Nick to back the car out of the tight garage. The sky was covered in a sentimental sheet of clouds, leaving the late morning backdrop gray and cool, and the dew on the lawn was a blanket of tiny silver crystals basking in the romantic mist.


  All of a sudden, the car was beside me, a white Mercedes, Nick in a white Mercedes, exactly the vision I had months ago when I stood in the school parking lot. He pushed open the door from the inside while I pushed away logic; this wasn’t the first time my thoughts didn’t add up or move chronologically.


  “You were right,” I said, closing the door to reason as I looked out the car window, “I dreamt of the ocean last night.” But I neglected to tell him what he and I were doing in my dream.


  He gave a short, two or three word reply, something about knowing me well enough. But for the first time I wasn’t completely tuned inI was too obsessed with everything I was feeling. Was I scared? Excited? What would I find there? What would happen? Would anything happen? What if nothing happened? What if something happened? Definitely, the worst part about anticipating an event is the part right before. My skull felt like exploding.


  We turned onto a street lined on one side with homes and the other, sand for what looked like a mile. I stretched my neck to view the sandy seashore’s endthe color changing from a lifeless tan to a swirly hazeluntil my head hit the car roof.


  Nick interrupted my lunacy, “It’s not going anywhere.”


  I smiled toward him and tried to copy his calmness. However, staring at him reminded me of our kiss on the seashore from last night’s dreama very untamed thought, and utterly real at the time, yet utterly far-fetched now. I took in his full lips and began to daydream of how they would feel on mine in real life. They would be warm and balmy like his hands, and relaxed like his body. A sense of calm did come, as well as some hearty internal flutters.


  But when we turned down a sandy bordered, narrow road leading toward the ocean, I became frenzied once again. I swiftly rolled down the window and stuck my head out, studying the merging colors of steel, tin, and lace through a prism of fog. The ocean called to me as the wet wind blew against my face.


  The Mercedes slowed.


  “Keep going!” I yelled into the wind. “We’re almost there!”


  He said something inaudible and I put my head back in the car. “Sorry, what?” I was still talking loudly, breathless, my cheeks wind-burnt.


  “Are you planning to nose-dive from the car?” I just might have. The car limited me from taking in the experience with every possible sense. And I craved to be free.


  “Don’t be silly,” I responded, thinking that might appease him.


  But the look on his face told me he wasn’t appeased. The Mercedes finally rolled to a stop.


  I let out a large exhale and then stared into the dashboard, telling myself that dreams are just dreams. Reality is what’s real. And Nick and I are real. Nothing could change that. Then I forced my adrenalin-stiff body to open the door. But Nick was already opening it for me.


  “Alrighty,” he ragged, “Come on, silly.”


  I took his hand and stepped out of the car, stopping suddenly to hold my windblown hair out of my eyes, only to view in its place exactly what I expected: the cool, clouded ocean shoreline from my dream.


  The ocean from my dream.


  From a distance I watched the azure waves break just before the sandy shore, crashing into puffs of pearly clouds and then stretching into calmness on the seaside.


  “It’s beautiful,” I reverently whispered, feeling a solemn breeze across my skin. “Just like I imagined.”


  “Let’s walk,” he urged, turning toward the ocean tide.


  Walk? I thought to myself. Maybe he didn’t know me very well after all. With a competitive smile budding, I extended my strides and privately readied my legs to take off. Then as fast as my mouth could utter, I shouted, “Last one there”


  But he’d already taken off.


  “Hey!” I hollered through a sudden sprint, “You cheater!”


  He was backpedaling now. “First one to the water gets a wish,” he called out. But there was no way I’d catch him. The sand was trapping my feet and I was flowing with laughter. Twice I tripped and almost fell, which brought about a few good laughs from him.


  Finally I ran into him at the foot of the wet sand, hooting and hollering and buckling in his arms. “That was so not fair!” I bellowed, huffing as we got our balance.


  Our laughing finally slowed.


  “I’ll let you win next time” He faced my body toward the ocean and cradled me from behind, “so you can get your wish.”


  “You better,” I said, resigning to his arms with a last little lip of a giggle. I wrapped his arms tighter around me, sucking his body warmth into mine as the pecking wind carried a light kiss of spray into our faces. The sand was dark where we stood, dense yet delicate, smooching on my shoes. At such a tasty moment I couldn’t pucker up many other wishes, maybe just a nibble of one. “So, what’s your dreamuh, I mean, wish?” I bravely made out.


  We were still, absorbing the sweetness of our unity, cradled in each other’s arms on the lone shore as the surf broke below. It was a cotton candy moment, one that would never, ever dissolve from my memory, absorbed in my heart and soul forever.


  “My wish?” he said. “What do you think?” I could feel the feather of his breath on my neck.


  My face flushed toward the ocean. I knew what I wanted it to be. “Nick,” If he could feel the way just saying his name sent pop rocks into my stomach. “Did you know it’s not polite to answer a question with another question?”


  “Isn’t it?”


  I laughed at his humor, then tightened his body to mine and lay my head just below his shoulder, reigniting the mood.


  “Like it?” he asked.


  But my thoughts were being propelled by what I had little control over, my flesh. Hence, the physical response, “It smells . . . ”


  “Briny,” he finished when I didn’t.


  Then I did. “And it tastes like salt . . . And it feels like . . .” I paused to find the words, enunciating as if narrating a story to a three-year-old, “a million tons of power bound together by some cosmic source; and it looks . . . alive! Threatening to swallow anyone who’d dare trespass.” And then I giggled.


  A short moment of silence. “Have I ever mentioned how much I love your passion?” he announced, his voice the prefect catalyst to the dreamy air.


  I heard the word “love”, and that’s what I was feeling; for the ocean, the moment, him. Consequently, the words flowed through my soul, I love you, too. I could have died happy right there.


  But he had other plans. “Wanna show you something,” he smoothed into my ear.


  We walked along the water’s edge in the cool of the day, a weightless sprinkle misting from the clouds. I wanted to grasp onto his hand for warmth, for a connection, for any way to be closerI could never get enough. But instead we continued along the shoreline, disconnected.


  “Can I ask you something?” I broke the silence. He waited. “Your mom said something this morning that I wanted to talk to you about.” I kicked at some wet sand, fidgeting, hesitant. “She was talking about one of your friends and then she said he was down to earth. And I was just wondering . . . do you think I’m down to earth?”


  He shook his head, laughing at another one of my random questions.


  “Well, am I?”


  “Let’s see,” he began, “You have a great sense of humor. You are never short for words, or enthusiasm. You have a knack for fixing things, and that’s a pretty large turn-on for someone who fixed cars growing up.” My smiling face turned toward him. “You’re fairly athleticexcept in the sand.”


  I gave him an evil eye.


  The side of his mouth grew and then he Heather-laughed. “You’re beautiful, even when you’re scowling.”


  The eye remained. “Nice recovery.”


  “I meant that one,” he defended.


  “You haven’t said anything about being down to earth.”


  “Down, or up, I really don’t care.”


  “What if I’m hanging?” I answered after a mulling moment.


  “Then, I suppose I’ll have to catch you when you fall.” His face was playful, but I knew from his eyes that he wasn’t playing.


  “Can I tell you what I love about you?” I was more excited than hesitant, though I felt both ways.


  “I don’t think so.” He shook his head.


  “Good,” I played along, “Cuz my mind suddenly blanked.”


  “Oh really,” his grin teased my eyes, “then let me help you.”


  I smiled deviously, challenging him to get it right.


  “You like my voice.”


  I nodded, with the same flirtatious look.


  “You like when I hold your hand.”


  “Very much.”


  “And you find my morning hair attractive.”


  “In a natural sort of way.” I giggled. “All right, all right, let me finish.” My fiddling arms swung to the rhythm of the waves as I pressed through the sand. “I love when you sketch . . . and so intently, as if every line’s important. And, I love your eyes” I glanced up at him and then looked away quickly. “Yep, those, and . . . I love how nothing makes you tense. I don’t think you have a nervous bone in youI think I took the lot. And”


  He snuggled his arm around me as we walked. “Alrighty, you’re done.”


  And I suddenly considered never having the chance to finish. What if my sojourn on earth was drawing to a close and a few bonus minutes to be with him were all that was left? Was that what was coming? Would I regret this moment forever?


  The sand tripped me up, but I managed to keep afoot. “But I haven’t even started”


  “Shhhh,” he whispered as he brought his wrapped arm tightly around me so that his finger reached his lips.


  We were so snug I could feel his heart beating. My focus went from there, to his eyes, down to his softly closed lips. With my smitten feelings, bravery filled my breast. I felt a physical strength that I couldn’t ever remember feeling. If this was the end, if I was going to die without him, I wasn’t going without sharing how deeply I felt, regardless.


  I leaned into him, advancing with boldness toward his face, zeroing in on his lips. But at the last moment my gaze left his mouth and entered the totality of his face. It wore a “who are you and what have you done with Heather?” look. Immediately, shame flowed through my veins and insecurity washed over me. I felt like I’d been splashed with a bucket of humiliation tonic.


  Rapidly, I twisted out of his arms and walked away, wobbling in the sand, attempting to look stable, and hiding my mindful of self-doubt in the sound of crashing waves. All the uncertainties in my head were moving as quickly as my rickety legs.


  “Why do you do that?” I heard him call out.


  “What?” I let the wind carry my words behind me.


  “Run away?” From behind, Nick stole my hand and turned me into him. “You’re always doing that.”


  Because nothing would have been more appropriate with the flooding of uncertainty, the moment renewed with a shower of hail. Before I knew what was going on, we were running together, lugging through the frozen rain until we finally stopped, breathing heavy under a rock overhang in a small, provisional cave.


  I inspected us. I was still here and he was still him. My hair was dripping in my face like a faucet. I panted through the words, “We’re drenched!” It was a trifling comment compared to my thoughts.


  Taking both my hands, he pulled me further into the rocky cave, moving me sideways so I was completely covered. We were all alone, sopping wet, the downpour curtaining our seclusion, all of which suddenly filled the cave with a slow, steamy heat. Instead of my usual smile, my face fell humorless. And instead of our hands playing to the rhythm of the waves, they also stilled. And instead of remaining at a distance, his body was moving toward mine. I leaned back, steadying my hands on the jagged rock wall behind me as I anticipated what was coming. There was no more to say, nothing more to talk about.


  Nick grasped my waist, slowly drawing me in to him. My breathing stopped as I stared into his face. His eyes were a deep sapphire, a mixture of fire and ice. My nails dug deeper into the wall of rock. My body scared itself into stiffness and yet it called to him at the same time.


  As we came closer together my eyes fell to his torso, too afraid to look up. His fingers wrapped around my neck on either side. He lifted my face and my breath accelerated. We were so close I could almost taste him.


  “There’s no need to be nervous,” he whispered.


  My eyelids fell and my head spun wildly. My lips opened slightly, trying to form caution words. But my breath caught against them. And then his lower lip brushed against mine, swirling the world around me. My body tightened, my heart stopped. He withdrew an inch, his fingers stroking over my jawline like I was a delicate, porcelain doll, soothing the tension in my face, leaving traces of fire. My eyes stayed closed as fiery tingles shot through my insides, down my arms and legs, and to the tips of my fingers and toes.


  Finally, in every impatient and passionate sense of the word, his lips pressed into mine. The fire rocked through my body, weakening my knees and sending my body beyond awareness.


  With our lips still brushing, his warm, minty breath entered my mouth. “You all right?”


  “I” I breathed shallow, my throat swollen closed.


  Just before his lips pressed into mine again, he inhaled. I thought I heard the slightest hitch in his breath, and it violently triggered something in me. My body surged with deep satisfaction and, in that one full moment, it lost control.


  My arms wrapped around his neck and my hands gripped into his hair instead of the rock. I crushed myself into him, tangling my body around his. My lips pressed with wild force and my body rocketed with enjoyment.


  It was when our lips finally parted for a breath of air that I noticed the discrepancy between us. My breathing was wild while his was almost non-existent. My fingers were tightly knotted in his hair, and his fingers were tranquilly petting the base of my neck. The contrast was too much, and my knees gave out; I fell right through his arms.


  “Whoa,” he called out with a chuckle, clutching my shoulders at the last minute and hoisting me back up.


  I figured my face and lips were bright red, but I began to grin, woozy from affection. My eyes were still lost. Lightweight, I thought to myself.


  When I finally got my knees to work, my ears heard, “I think we better take you back.”


  “No!” I shouted, realizing I shouted. “I’m still alive.”


  “I haven’t heard you talk like that in a long time.”


  My eyes were still closed and my mouth was still smiling. “Like what? No really, I feel fine. I’m fine.” I opened my eyes, still a bit tipsy. “I’m fine. I’m great. Aren’t I?” I looked up at him. “Why are you laughing at me?”


  He coughed through a few more chuckles, his hands cupping my cheeks. His touch felt burning and beautiful. “Yes, you are.” And then he slowly bent my face down and kissed my forehead.


  Holding his hand, I was led out of the cave. The stroll along the shore was rainless and wordless. I think I was in red-hot shock. While still trying to recover, my mind attempted to understand why I was still intact. Why I wasn’t altered a smidge, not even a sore spot. No doubt, I felt very warm. My very first kiss; my entire body was smoldering. However, it wasn’t the retribution I expected. Did I misunderstand the rule? But it was so plain to not get close to anyone. And a kiss was as close as I could imagine. And what about the ending of my dream? Was the worry all for nothing? My head was spinning with both passion and doubt.


  He startled me out of my reverie with, “Look over there,” pointing across the ocean to a large cliff in the misty distance. A sparkle of light on the cliff’s edge blinded my vision and then suddenly disappeared. When I finally focused, the light again obscured my view.


  “Is that an airplane?” I wondered, still a tad dazed.


  “It’s a lighthouse. Be careful.” He was leading me over a small ridge that levied into the ocean waves, covering the seashore. I glanced down as I steadied myself on the sand, quickly looking up again. It all felt strangely familiar.


  “I’ve seen this place before,” I said to myself.


  “Probably in a picture. It’s a famous spot.”


  “No . . . ” I stepped onto the sandy platform and gathered my balance.


  I was in awe. The realization came in slow, sequential frames, passing over light in the projector of my mind. Quietly, I uttered, “This is the place . . . ”


  “What?”


  But I didn’t answer. I was focused on a tall, narrow white tower, nestled on a vast cliff in the distance, the clouds moving overhead, the coolness of the ocean entering my body. It was the precise scene from my dream.


  And it continued.


  “Heather?” Nick called to me. It was the same voice, the voice from the dream. But one I now knew perfectly, one I adored more than my own life.


  Alarm shot through my body like a bolt of lightening. The retribution. I was suddenly trapped in the dream. I tried to prevent myself from waking up so that my life, this long drawn out dream of my existence wouldn’t disappear. But it was too late.


  I looked down. I couldn’t see him.


  “Nick!” I screamed. “Nick, no! Please!” Tears of awareness streamed down my face. “No!” I knew from the thousand times the dream played in my sleep what was coming next. I was going to wake up. I was leaving this wonderful dream-life of mine. But, more horrifically, I was leaving Nick. I would never see him again. In my dreams, yes; forever in my dreams, but never for real. This was the finale.


  My heart began to shatter into a thousand little pieces.


  In the next instant everything seemed to freeze in time, like the still before the storm, the siege before the surrender, the lexis before the last breath. Just before time vanished, in the midst of my struggle between doubt and reality, from a far, deep corner, his voice entered my head.


  “Heather . . . ”


  And then everything went gray.


  



  



  Chapter 13


  “And I guess that’s when I woke up from my coma,” Heather finished.


  Dr. Adams was on the edge of his chair.


  “Wow,” he breathed. And then he breathed again. “Wow.”


  “I know, right?” Heather breathed with him. She had forgotten she was telling the story to him, especially toward the end. She suddenly felt embarrassed, hopeful that she’d censored the more personal details.


  “I have a theory,” she heard him say. I need to do some more research first.” He breathed in again and then rose from his chair. “We’ve talked enough. Get some rest and we’ll talk later.”


  “What’s your theory?”


  “Not now. Later.”


  “Why not now?”


  “Wouldn’t you like to rest?”


  “No.”


  “You sure you’re feeling up to it? We’ve been talking for hours. And you’ve missed lunch. In fact, I believe it’s past dinnertime.”


  As her eyes widened in wakefulness he sat back down with a slight grin and pulled the chair closer. “Fair enough, but only for a few more minutes. You need to rest.” After nodding an approval to himself, he went on, “Remember how I explained that some of your memories might not be exactly as you remember them? That sometimes when you dream while in a coma, fantasy can mix with reality?


  “Well, there’s only one type of coma where this happens: it’s called a ‘Persistent Reflective State’ coma or PRS, and it is very rare. In my fifteen years of experience I’ve never come across it. Few have. But a close colleague of mine has encountered it twice.


  “Let me back up and explain how it all works.


  “First, a typical coma; it’s defined as a state of deep and prolonged unconsciousness, usually the result of disease or injury, in your case, severe trauma to the brain. Generally speaking, a person in a coma cannot be awakened, fails to respond to any stimuli such as pain, light, smell, or sound, has no sleep-wake cycles, and doesn’t make any voluntary actions.


  “Also, again generally speaking, with any type of acute trauma to the brain, memories, particularly recent memories, are wiped out, sometimes for years, sometimes forever. A severe form of amnesia.


  “Now here’s the interesting part: In a PRS coma the brain responds very differently than when it’s in a typical coma. The first distinction has to do with memory. Unlike a common coma where the brain is stagnant, in PRS the brain works overtime, distinguished by overzealous brain activity and well-defined sleep-wake cycles. We believe the brain is trying to fight the amnesia and recall all the lost memories. As it does so and the memories are called back to the surface, the mind begins to then live out those experiences, as if for the first time. To the mind, these prolonged dreams, ‘reflections’ as we call them, are current and real, as if living a life through the mind, but with experiences that have already occurred in a person’s life.


  “As the mind sorts through memories and lives them out, sometimes it mixes people, places, and even adds imaginative experiences as it would in a typical dream, filling in parts that it cannot remember.


  “Furthermore, these PRS dreams seem to be triggered by the outside world, the real world. Smells, sounds, dark and light, even faces of people that visit while in PRS can trigger the dreams.”


  Dr. Adams paused, seemingly waiting for his words to sink in, for more connections to be made.


  “The second distinction has to do with time. In PRS the brain is obviously very much alive, but the entire body is still in recovery mode. The recovery process is tightly linked to these dreams. The reflections seem to follow a certain course that will eventually take the person to a specific point when the body signals it’s fully recovered and able to pull out of the coma. In a nutshell, if you snap out of a PRS coma too soon, you die. My colleague’s patient did that very thing. The patient came out of their coma too soon, when their brain wasn’t fully recovered. Lived a few days to describe their dreams, some real memories from the past and some complete fantasies. He said he knew it was too soon to wake up, that the timing wasn’t right, and then his body crashed. The article my colleague wrote on this particular patient is particularly fascinating.”


  When Dr. Adam’s noticed the look on Heather’s pale face, he quickly picked up, “Perhaps I’ve gotten ahead of myself.” He cleared his throat, his face apologetically bent. “His second patient lived, Heather. Just like you. Pulled out of their coma precisely as their body had completely recovered.


  “I believed you were a PRS patient, not necessarily because of your brain wave patterns, though those were constantly off the charts which lead me to believe your mind was very busy while you slept. Rather, it was your heartbeat readings that made me suspicious. Hearty and cyclical, like a healthy, active, living, sleep-wake cycled individual. As a matter of fact, we thought our machines faulty when at times your heartbeat readings went so high. I believe it goes without saying, while you were in your coma you relived a very favorable time period in your life, believing that you were living it for the first time, when in actuality your mind was recalling old memories.”


  His face was in a deeply thoughtful state. She waited for more but discerned that the lesson was over when he shook the trance out of his eyes and adjusted in his seat.


  “And I believe that’s everything I know at this point, until I do more research.”


  But after a minute of silence, without moving a muscle, his eyes drew up to hers, at once appearing cautious, almost guilt-ridden. “That’s not exactly true,” he whispered. “There’s one last topic we should discuss today. Will you tell me what you remember about your family?”


  Because she’d been pouring out her soul for the past six hours, it seemed only natural to jump right in. “Okay. I’ll start with my mom. We have a good relationship, although I don’t approve of her being with my stepfather because I don’t like him. But still, I support her. And then there’s my little brother Max; he and I have a good relationship, too. I feel bad for always slamming his door closed when he’s practicing the trumpet in his room during his monthly visits. That’s what I remember most about my family.”


  “Fine.”


  He reached for the orange folder on the table and drew out a picture.


  “Do you remember this day?”


  It was a picture from a few years ago of Creed and Heather outside, holding hands. Creed was dressed in a suitodd. She was dressed in a black squared skirt and a white blouseeven more bizarre.


  “Were we going to church?” she asked, though it didn’t seem to fit.


  “Not exactly.”


  She focused on the picture. It was her, and yet she could not remember taking the picture. She was thinking so deeply that her eyes began a staring trance. If not church, where would she wear an outfit like that? It was gloomy enough for a funeral, she mused. Then she noticed her dreadful face, and her eyes, like a light was out in them, as if she had lost her soul . . . not hers though, another. Although it didn’t register, the memory whacked her heart.


  And the words arrived before they processed. “It’s my mom,” she whispered, “her funeral.” Then at once the bolted doors to the memory burst open and washed forward, smacking into her forehead from the inside.


  “She was sick,” she told herself, with Dr. Adams listening in. “They said it was cancer.” And with the memory came snippets of the last few weeks spent with her mom on her deathbed, combining a new reality with what was once real.


  “Yes, Heather. Six years ago. Your stepfather became your guardian. But don’t feel badly about not liking him. I believe that was his fault, not yours. Evidently he was never around. He’s in jail now, for fraud. So you can imagine how important Creed and Vindra wereare in your life. They are your family.”


  She nodded through her thoughts, at some point grasping onto the branches of truth, confirmed by the real life memory of her mom’s funeral. And so, that meant her mom . . . she was gone . . .


  Well . . . she’d dealt with it once already, no sense reliving the pain. So her coping mechanism threw the awareness outside her forefront and tucked it far away. But the truth of the matter was that her family life was a crappy one.


  And what of her life now? Really, she couldn’t help but be fascinated by such an interesting medical condition, however thoroughly she was unable to apply its relevance to herself. And what of her reflections? Would she ever be able to separate fact from fiction?


  Concern began to sink its cold teeth into Heather’s heart. Her face must have shown it since Doctor Adams continued with, “Please, don’t be worried. You are fully recovered, all your bones have healed, there are no more brain injuries, and the infections are gone. Your body picked the precise time to awaken. It’s an incredible phenomenon. A physical miracle. Now, you must have one or two questions for me.”


  “Yes,” Heather confessed. But her eyes slowly closed as she began to internalize the implications of what he was saying, and before she knew better, she was resting upon more memories.


  She heard a distant whisper, “Goodnight, miracle girl,” and the movement of a chair, and then the door shut.


  



  *******


  



  As she slept that night in her hospital bed, more memories kept rolling in, not exactly like reflections since she now knew they weren’t really happening. And she still couldn’t tell which parts were real and which parts were made-up by her imagination. But the feel of the memories was very real. And they continued with the last place she’d left them, the California ocean shore on the trip to Nick’s home. She jumped back into the memory right where she’d left off:


  



  Nick and I were in his mom’s Mercedes, riding home from our first kiss in the misty ocean cave. Nick suddenly broke the silence. “Heather” He held my hand as if to soften the words that would ensue. “The last thing I want to do is confuse you.”


  “You didn’t. You aren’t,” I told him.


  He was referring to the tan line on my finger. As I explored my feelings, the thoughts came together clearly: He thinks I’m promised to Creed. The ring is my safety net, my wall, a defense to keep intruders away from my heart. Better not to love at all than to suffer. Better to be alone than to go through that bone-aching unhappiness that occurred when Mom left me, when she died. I hadn’t told him about Mom, and I’d deceived him about my family life. I’d lied to him, all this time. That was what I kept trying to tell him, not about my fragile state, but the truth about my family, my real past. And I hadn’t yet built the nerve to come clean. I’d almost told him, several times. When we were in his bedroom the night after he fought with his father, I’d almost told him then.


  Though we were never alone for the rest of the night, my mind permeated with kiss thoughts. And although I couldn’t decipher whether this was good or bad, I now understood its power. The ten seconds of kissing his lips was a more powerful sensation than a hundred times of holding his hand. In fact, that night every time my face was within a foot of his, my lips pulsed. And though my mind continuously recalled the events in the cave, it couldn’t remember exactly what the kiss felt like. And it was driving me insane!


  While trying to fall asleep in his bed that night I must have imaginatively rewound the cave scene three dozen times, thrilling when his lips stroked mine, giggling as I thought of myself crushing into him like a wrecking ball, re-experiencing being literally swept away, and anticipating the next time.


  Sunday came along with two aunts, two uncles, and four young cousins. Grandma Ermine was especially grumpy, criticizing her youngest boy, Uncle Robert, for letting his six-year-old son, Billy grow his hair below his ears.


  “That’s the style, Mom,” said Uncle Robert, trying to appease both Grandma and his offended wife. Strange how Uncle Robert looked exactly like his brother Hal, but in no way acted like him.


  “He looks like a girl,” Grandma grunted through her gritty voice. “Next thing you know he’ll have earrings.”


  I mostly helped Sue Ellen in the kitchen, steering clear of Grandma and Father Hal, and praying I wouldn’t be a topic of conversation at any point. But someone above wasn’t listening very well.


  Because right when our early dinner began, Grandma addressed Nick. “How is your little friend, Lacey is it?


  The girl from the quad?


  I couldn’t help but glance toward Nick, his mouth suddenly not chewing, his fork and some food still in there, his eyes fastened to the butter.


  Yep, the girl from the quad.


  He looked down at his plate and continued to chew slowly. After taking his time to swallow, he spoke. “I’m not sure how she is.”


  “She’s a sweet girl, that one. Don’t let her get away.”


  All the grown-up’s eyes except for Nick’s were suddenly on me. I didn’t meet them, just felt them: Sue Ellen, Uncle Robert and Aunt Linda, the other couple that my name-nesia prevented me from remembering, particularly among all the squirming adult bodies. I wondered if Hal was looking but didn’t dare check.


  I got uncomfortably hot and hoped my face didn’t reveal as much, and I couldn’t fight off the gripping stares. I ended up making eye contact with Uncle Robert, sharing an understanding grin. His eyes rolled and then he smiled back the same way. Still, the awkward moment left me feeling like I had just been fired in the employee lounge.


  For some reason, the same non-reason that always drove me to extremes, I became amused by the hurtful rejection and was having a hard time holding in the laughter building just below my throat. Imagining myself blow into hysterics in front of Nick’s entire family made it even funnier and soon I had to put my head down and physically clamp my lips closeda defensive response, no doubt. Nonetheless, an offensive one if gotten out of control.


  I wasn’t doing very well so it was a good thing when Sue Ellen solicited our opinion on if the plateful of brownies, made and brought by Uncle Robert’s already offended wife, should be passed out before or after Grandma’s apple pie.


  During the conversation Nick leaned toward me and whispered in my ear. “You good?”


  I nodded, letting out a touch of giggles. A nice reprieve.


  After dinner and a large chocolate nut brownie, a few of the kids ran upstairs while most of the group filed out the backdoor for Grandma’s famous apple pie in the yard. Nick and I stayed back with his mom.


  “Come outside, you two,” Sue Ellen directed as she walked toward the door with a pie in either hand. “We’ll clean up later.”


  Nick moved himself toward the door and opened it for his mother.


  “Thanks, hon.”


  He closed the door behind her, leaving us alone in the kitchen. Relieved he didn’t listen to his mother, I was glad to be alone since I was still recovering from Grandma’s comment about the old girlfriend. But now that we were alone, my bruised pride suddenly found the person to blame, and my resentment swiftly fell there. My mind rehashed the grim feelings I had while watching him kiss Lacey in the quad, turning even grimmer now that I knew the intimacy found in a kiss.


  He, on the other hand, was already putting the perishables in the fridge. My arms folded together as I shook my head at the benevolent enemy. In a moment I began to help, continuing to shake my head as I watched him screw the cap on the milk.


  “What’s that all about?” he asked without bothering to look at me.


  “Nothing,” I told him. But he gave me a look that said “wrong answer”, so I went on, “You’re so . . . awfully good.”


  He glanced at me as if nothing he’d done could have led me to that conclusion.


  “So polite, so proper, Mommy’s sweet little helper” I started to transfer the plates of food from table to kitchen counter but I was taunting him now, egging him on, daring him to contest me. I wasn’t really angry with him, just irritated with how unconditionally in love I was, and rearing to challenge him in a soft war of words.


  He continued, wrapping the bread bag and then heading toward the pantry as if he were deaf.


  “Hold the door for Mommy,” I went on, “and”


  He caught me completely off guard, intercepting my waist from behind and pulling me off my feet with one, strong arm. My yelping self tried to fight back but he easily carried me, right inside the pantry, closing the door behind us and smoothly setting me down. Wiggling in his arms, I tittered in the darkness; a thin trace of light emanated from the small gap by our feet. All signs of irritation vanished, replaced with a swell of playful affection.


  “What are you doing?” I said through a hearty set of giggles.


  “Shhhhh,” he whispered mildly, which drew out my laughter. “Kidnapping you.”


  I whispered back, but because my words carried an enthusiasm that rode on his breathtaking offer, it wasn’t quite a whisper, “I like being kidnapped by you.”


  “Shhh,” he appealed again with a smile in his voice. “No talking.”


  Due to the cramped space, our bodies were forced together. Plus, he brought our hands behind me and rested them at the base of my back, bringing us even closer.


  With his lips already tickling mine, he mumbled, “What should we do now?”


  My giggles rebounded off his mouth as I tried to hide the rush inside me. His eagerness seemed just as potent. And though it was dark, I felt that my smile couldn’t be hidden by the absence of light. It was useless to control. But I told myself to concentrate this time so I’d remember how it felt.


  His lips began a tender stroking motion on top of mine as if gently testing the waters; my smile melted in the play. I lost all focus.


  And then our mouths pressed together, my mind turning straight to jello. He kissed me deeply but gently, as if to tell me I was the one he wanted, not her. His lips were so soft, and everything began to flutter. My body suddenly lost its strength and my legs began to sway.


  He held me up and I realized his hands on my back were for standing support. Thank goodness or I’d have fallen into shelving. When I stabilized, I reached around his neck and tacked my hands together to assist in the effort.


  I wanted to say something but my brain was too scrambled. What came to mind was “thank me” or “kiss you”, and I was aware that neither made sense. Thankfully, our lips reattached. And we kissed again and then again, his warm mouth pressing against mine in soft, hot waves.


  His lips slightly opened and he mumbled between a kiss, “You taste like chocolate.”


  I giggled lazily, dizzy.


  “Chocolate, and . . . ” his breath tickled my lips, “caramel . . .” his lips softly nibbled as if to taste mine; my fingers braced together, agonizing to keep me upright. “And nuts,” nibble on my upper lip, “and soft stuff, covered in chocolate.” Then the fullness of his lips kissed mine completely.


  A bit late, my mind centered on his words. “Sounds like a Snickers,” I said, louder than appropriate.


  He finished with a low, rough, “My favorite.” Then he brought me closer for more, a quick, soft peck as we heard children’s voices in the kitchen. I tried to hold it in but of course I began to snigger, which regrettably abbreviated our retreat. Before I wanted him to, Nick opened the door and led me out.


  “What are you doing, Uncle Nicholas?” asked a young nephew I guessed to be six or seven. I was grateful to see youthful faces as opposed to mature ones. What would we have said? On top of that, my face was certainly washed out with passion.


  Nick, whose face was not a bit altered, looked toward the pantry and then back at the little boy. “We got locked in the pantry, bud.” The little boy seemed fascinated by the thought. His face shone like he had just witnessed the most amazing magic trick.


  Just then the group entered from the backyard.


  The kitchen turned silent. All eyes seemed to lock on us. It couldn’t have been any worse if the little boy had a megaphone in hand. “They got locked in the pantry,” he blurted out to all the adults.


  I gaped at Nick, feeling prickles enter my cheeks. Nick smiled docilely and rubbed the little boy’s head, “That was supposed to be a secret, Billy.”


  I didn’t dare look up to see the crowd’s response, but I distinctly heard Uncle Robert cough through a laugh.


  When the extended family left, Nick and I settled on the couch opposite Hal in the family room to watch the ballgame playing on TV. Shortly, Sue Ellen joined us.


  “Hal,” Sue Ellen said after a while, “Is now a good time to talk to Nick about what we were discussing?”


  Hal adjusted his immense self on the couch and finally found his comfort. Sue Ellen directed a smile at her son. I studied them. And Nick studied the ballgame.


  “You’re mother’s kept track of the money you’ve earned at the shop,” his father said without emotion. “She figures it’s time for you to be responsible for it.”


  Nick kept his focus on the TV.


  “Hon, it’s grown into a lot of money. And we’re wondering when you would like to have it.”


  His head slightly angled toward his mom. “I wouldn’t.” And then his attention returned to the same spot as his father’s, the game.


  My hand began to moisten slightly. I fidgeted a bit, and then resettled.


  “Nick, please, it’s your money,” his mother urged. “You earned it.”


  The only one, besides me, acknowledging the tight spot in the conversation was Sue Ellen. She was frowning toward Hal. And since the one person present who knew least about Hal was confident Hal was done speaking, Sue Ellen had to know too.


  However, it wasn’t Hal that Sue Ellen had addressed her fervent last remark to.


  Reactively, I pinched Nick’s hand, probably harder than I intended to, at which I received his attention. My eyes told him how I felt about his silence, and also what I thought he should do about it. He watched me for a while, his mind in a different place than his eyes.


  Finally, he spoke up, “Reinvest the money and use it to pay for Emily’s college.”


  Sue Ellen’s face turned somber, but she nodded ever so slightly and grinned at her son through a grave expression. A sore topic, one that had obviously been addressed before, one with varying opinions, and one that was now over.


  Too removed from the moment to ask him about the money issue, Nick and I had retreated to his room, the last night I’d get to sleep there. I sat on his dresser, watching him lounge on his bed, small talking and big thinking that out of all the sensations life produced, kissing was by far the most exciting. It combined every emotional feeling for him with every physical one, for one completely out of this world moment.


  Somehow, the subject had turned back inside the world and my mouth took off to a place I told it not to. “So, I’m curious to know what that was all about.”


  His eyebrow rose at me. “You, curious?”


  “Yeah, yeah,” I replied, accepting the ridicule. “What’s with the money controversy?”


  He lay on his bed, looking up toward the ceiling. “Remember when I told you about deciding to go to Washington University after high school?” he began without me having to coax. “When I didn’t take the baseball scholarships I was offered, my father informed me I’d also forfeited the money I’d earned from the shop over the years, unless I changed my mind and chose to play. According to him I was a poor excuse for a man if I couldn’t keep my word. “Stick with baseball and take the scholarship”, he ripped into me every day for an entire summer ’til I left for college.”


  “Did you ever even tell him you wanted to play baseball after high school?”


  “I did want to play. I still want to play. There was no question in anyone’s mind if I would play after high school, except mine. Sorta funny.” His words brought on a laugh that ended as soon as it began. “As I saw it, it was no one else’s business. But my dad flew off the handle when I told him I’d changed my mind.”


  “That’s rude of him,” I offered.


  “Maybe he’s right. Maybe I’m not a man of my word. Maybe I am a flake.”


  “Am I missing something? What does choosing a career have to do with being a flake?”


  “Before I left for college, we had it out. I told him I didn’t want a thing from him, especially the money.”


  “But that was a long time ago. It’s your money. You earned it. Why don’t you just take it?”


  His shoulders shrugged. “Suppose I’m keeping my word for once.”


  For once? Preposterous. He was more dependable than anyone I’d ever met. I would trust my life on his word. I shrugged my head, waiting for a retort to enter there. “I suppose you are,” I finally agreed, unable to argue his point.


  I’d exhausted my questions on the nonsensical topic, so I chose another. “Can I guess what’s in your top drawer?”


  I received the usual sneer.


  “Let’s see, a pencil, a pad of paper, another trophy . . . no, a sports plaque, and a bag of gummy fish!”


  An easy chuckle escaped him.


  I lifted my legs and tugged on the drawer. There sat a few neatly folded t-shirtsa red one on top, a team baseball picture that I examined and then giggled at, and a pair of glasses resting in the corner.


  “Are these yours?” Picking up the glasses, I studied them at eye level. In my periphery I saw his eyebrow lift.


  “Well then” I tried them on for size. “Whoa.” They came off fast. “Why don’t you wear them?”


  “I see worse with them.”


  “Nonsense.” I jumped off the dresser and onto his bed where he lay, relaxed. When I slid them on him, he remained motionless, his head resting atop his wrists.


  “Now, why doesn’t that surprise me?” He didn’t have me explain how the glasses added a touch of cool sophistication to his looks. He had to know how attractive he was, though he didn’t really seem to care one way or the other. “You better bring these back to school with you.”


  “Oh I better, huh?” He shifted, slowly folding me into his arms and wrestling me into him. Somehow I managed to knock the glasses off his face during the scuffle, landing them on the floor.


  “Oops, sorry.” I reached for them, but he had other plans.


  “Really, my eyes are fine. I have an overly paranoid optometrist uncle. Leave them,” he beckoned, massaging my back. I tried really hard to prevent it from stiffening.


  I breathed out a full breath and turned toward him. “Does everyone defer to you?”


  Just then, Emily crossed through the doorway. “What are you guys doin?” she asked.


  My head swung toward the door. “Oh, I’m just teaching Nick to behave,” I told her, smacking my hand on his belly for no good reason. But it turned out good since my hand sandwiched in between his abdomen and his hands.


  “Are you guys coming back for Christmas?”


  I looked to Nick for help, but clearly he wasn’t giving any. He seemed just as curious, but less frantic about it. “That would be awesome,” I cried.


  “Okay, good. Night,” she said, and then walked out.


  “Goodnight,” I echoed. My happy face turned toward him. Both his hands had curled around mine. I relaxed on a pillow, watching him play and betting he owned a handbook to my happiness. I did have a request, however. “Will you sing to me?”


  A moment of silence. He rolled toward me, relaxing on his side. “Sing what?”


  And then the closeness of a soft “ahem” awakened my eardrums. “Uhhh, uhh, uhh,” he lazily droned a few awkward notes into my ear, “Um, lets see, luh, luh . . . ” the notes trailed off. His fingertips played along my earlobe as he bantered with silly, rough sounds. I knew what attacked my self-control and this would definitely qualify. It was a good thing I was lying down.


  I managed to shove out, “Come on.” But truthfully, I didn’t want to go anywhere. “Sing a real song.” I searched for a meaningful theme. “Something about how time won’t take you away from me.”


  His arm relaxed further on my pillow and his forehead nestled into my hair. “Why would you say that?”


  “Because it’s true. Eventually time steals everything.”


  “No,” he whispered into my ear. “Some things can last forever.”


  The words were too perfect.


  But everything about the moment was perfect. His perfect hand now playing with my hair, lying in his perfect bed, living in a perfect world. The words naturally flowed out, “Are you real?”


  His hand stroked the corner of my cheek, sending bristly heat across my jaw. He softly turned my chin so that our eyes met. “Are you?” He stared carefully, critically, almost concerned. I swallowed hard, mad at myself for asking my question and then grateful he couldn’t read all the hidden secrets in my mind. He thought I came from a respectable family that lived a happy life a few hours away from the college, but it was a lie. He thought I had a healthy heart to give, but after my mom’s death it became damaged and insecure. I’d dug a deep hole for myself that was too steep to climb out. The denial, the deceit, my fears, and the holding back all came to the forefront as he lifted his hand toward my cheek. In a moment of fear, I grabbed it before it touched me and then brought it downward.


  There was too much to say to say anything. His eyes searched mine as mine folded. The battle inside was killing me, killing us.


  



  *******


  


  Heather woke in the hospital bed, restless with worry. How did the story end? When did it end? When did she get in the car accident that landed her in the coma? And what were the events leading up to the accident? Heather knew, from Dr. Adam’s words, that she got in the accident in December, right after fall semester ended. That meant there was still a whole semester of experiences that her memories hadn’t yet caught up with. Did she and Nick stay together after the trip? Through fall semester? Did he still care for her? Did he still want her? Did he even like her anymore? Were they even friends?


  The frustration and regret and uncertainty she felt was overwhelming. How could you be so stupid? she asked herself. How could she let someone like him get away? She should have told him the truth about her family, given herself to him completely, trusted him with her heart, her fears.


  It was paramount she talked with him right away, before it was too late!


  She pressed on the bright red nurse button repeatedly. A nurse quickly ran in the room and checked the vitals machine.


  “Is anything wrong?” The nurse pressed a few buttons. “Are you in pain?”


  “No, I’d just like to go home now.”


  “That’s not possible. It’s four in the morning. Can I get you something to drink?”


  “If you let me call Creed, I know he’ll come pick me up.”


  “You need to rest. Try to get some sleep.”


  “I can’t. I need to go home.”


  She watched the nurse hook another bag to the silver rack and press a tube into an attachment fastened to Heather’s skin.


  “This will help. Now get some rest. If you need anything, I’m right outside.”


  As the medicine kicked in, Heather dozed off to more memories.


  Chapter 14


  The memories picked up with the new fall semester, which began a week after we got back from the trip to meet his family. I walked into Creative Writing II feeling similar to how I felt when entering for the first time last semesternervous. He hadn’t arrived yet. I sat in the middle of two open seats, hoping no one would take them, and angering when one became occupied by the Australian lady, Mayra. I waited and waited, and by the time class started, I resigned to the fact that Nick wasn’t coming. But that didn’t stop me from looking toward the door every time the table was kicked or a chair jostled. My stomach turned all during class. Had he dropped the class because of me? If so, I would insist on being the one to drop out if he didn’t want to be near me. I wouldn’t be responsible for messing up his schedule; college was too important to him.


  I was terribly glad Weightlifting class was next so I could be sure.


  But I almost did a cartwheel when I saw him in the back of the basketball gym talking with another guy who was staring my way. I suspected they were discussing me, though I was a little confused why Nick hadn’t looked over.


  Finally our eyes met across the distance. He waved me over. When I approached I automatically reached for his hand and he gave mine the barest squeeze. Nick’s friend cleared his throat in an odd way.


  “Hey,” Nick said.


  “Hey,” I responded with an almost smile.


  “This is Peter. He’s a TA for one of my architecture classes.” Nick moved my hand in the oddest way, almost letting go of it in the process. “Heather.”


  “Nice to meet you,” Peter said with an air of curiosity.


  I nodded back, smiling with my lips together. “Hi.”


  The coach at the other end of the gym hollered for everyone to park on the bleachers but Nick and his friend were still talking. Quite a miracle if Nick hadn’t noticed his buddy’s trespassing stares directed at more than just my face. Yet nothing in Nick’s body language revealed as much. Granted, Nick was immune to insecurity, but was he immune to jealousy, too?


  “I’m gonna find a seat,” I interrupted, letting go of his hand with unmistakable purpose.


  Nick kept his eyes on Peter.


  “Good to meet you,” I told his friend with a delightful smile.


  His friend raised his eyebrows up and down and smiled at me. I turned quickly and left both of them behind.


  I took a lone seat at the end of the bleachers, unable to hear the coach’s instruction; something about the room with the weight machines on the second floor, and we’d meet there next time, and paperwork something, and something about being dismissed early.


  Shortly, Nick joined me. My hand was shaking to hit him and hold him simultaneously, but the timing wasn’t right for either. It didn’t matter since I couldn’t hit or hold him enough to ever be content.


  “Where were you this morning?” I whispered, praying he had a reasonable excuse but prepared for my spiel about dropping the class.


  “I was bumped out of my eight o’clock class by the computer system. Took some time to work out.”


  “Did you get it fixed?”


  He raised his eyebrows in a nod.


  “Oh, that’s good.” Phew.


  Silence. I was speechless, so I rambled. “The class is actually upstairs,” I spoke in low tones, though we were removed enough that I could have used a normal voice. “We’re supposed to meet there next class. He’s telling us about the assignments and tests that go along with the class.”


  When Nick didn’t respond, I made sure to keep my eyes on the coach, fiddling my fingers together as if to better their circulation. But the air remained dead between us.


  For fear my thoughts might compel me to wrap my arms and legs around him and internalize his smell to the lightheaded point, I couldn’t wait another moment.


  “So, why didn’t you call over the break? I haven’t heard from you since coming back from your parents.” Right after I said it, the class was dismissed and everyone began to file out. I didn’t know whether to stand or stay seated. I turned my bent head in his direction, taking in his body resting against the jagged bleacher seats. The gym was almost vacant.


  While staring into each other’s eyes, I tried to make mine smile but his only response was, “I want to ask you something.”


  I nodded, and then swallowed hard.


  “I don’t get something about you. Can’t figure out why sometimes when we’re close to each other, physically I mean, you’re so calm. When I hold your hand, for instance, you clutch mine so desperately, as if you’re going to lose me if your grip loosens.


  “And then other times when I barely touch you, you tense up and become white as a ghost.”


  “Are ghosts white? Cuz I always thought they looked kind of like us but see-through.”


  “It’s a figure of speech, Heather,” he said bluntly, but his face was compassionate. He continued, “I know you’re confused. With your ring guy far away and me close.”


  I sat up straight, knowing I had to clarify his last comment. “It’s not about him, Nick. It never has been.”


  I didn’t know where to take it from there and clearly he was giving me the opportunity to think before I spoke. But for the life of me, I couldn’t say it, couldn’t divulge something that shamed me to pain, that pained me to shame. I couldn’t tell him that I was poor, parentless, homeless, afraid to love, and a big fat liar.


  “What about Steve, then?”


  “Steve?” My face twisted.


  “If you’d like to date other guys, that’s not a problem for me.”


  “Obviously” I wanted to blurt out, remembering his lack of concern with his friend Peter. But within seconds my face turned good-humored and I burst into laughter. “I don’t mean to be rude or anything, but seriously Nick, Steve’s a little different . . . ”


  He sat up from his reclining position and rested, elbows on knees. “Damian, then?”


  “Damian?” I whispered, wondering if I heard him correctly. But just as I did, people began to file into the gym. “Your roommate Damian?”


  He picked up my bag and we walked through the doors to the outside; the fresh, crisp gust of air commanded our attention.


  “Why would you bring up him?” I wondered.


  “He thinks highly of you.” This took a moment to register, and even after the moment it didn’t fully compute. “And often of you.”


  I stared in disbelief, barely shuffling my thoughts there as my feet shuffled through the tall, wind-tilted undergrowth.


  He went on, “If he didn’t know my feelings toward you, I know he’d pursue his.”


  I didn’t want to consider that. So I went another direction, a direction my mind forbade, but my heart was fed up with my mind. “Since you brought it up,” I said through a fierce gust of wind that blew drama to the conversation, “What are your feelings toward me?”


  His eyes magnified but his mouth closed. After a long while he responded by shaking his head. The coolness blew through my hair, the brittle leaves on the trees jostled to and fro. Before us was a large lane of trees ascending upward along a lengthy, steep stairway. When I stepped forward into the natural tunnel, he prevented me.


  “I’m sorry.” I looked sideways, angry with the person I wasn’t. “Fine, if you want to hear me say it, I’m not very experienced with this kind of thing. And you’ve never told me where I stand with you, or if I’m even your type! And do we really even know each other? Maybe I’m not who you think I am. What if I’m not”


  “Stop!” His eyes were piercing, and I wondered what idiot comment my adrenalin tossed out this time. I had never seen him so worked up at me. Mad? No. Upset? Perhaps. Definitely intense for him.


  “Why are you so naïve?” He looked across the field, shaking his head in heated aggravation. “It kills me. Sometimes I . . . I feel like punishing you!” His head shook again, as if clearing the dust away. “For making me want you so bad.”


  His hand rubbed his hair from back to front, finally massaging his forehead. “Do I have to spell it out for you?”


  I don’t know why, but I nodded.


  I thought I saw a twinkle of humor cross his face, but he was still agitated when he continued, “You’re the first person I think about every morning. And when I’m working in my uncle’s field I imagine you beside me, trying to fix the tractor before I do, watching the way your eyes light up when you laugh. And every night, for some frustrating reason, I think of my life without you in it, and it’s . . . ” His seeking mind seemed to censure itself. “Enough of that.” A tame face returned. “If not because of your ring friend, why do you shy away?”


  If I wanted to tell him before, I needed to tell him now. With every fiber of my body I hungered to be in his arms without anything between us. But the wind smacked my hair against my face, a reality smack, and a smack of insight came with it. Why not be honest without revealing too much and giving him a reason to leave me?


  “What if I said I was afraid of you?”


  His eyes lightened but drew serious when they registered mine.


  “That’s” His head cocked to one side as if to decipher my confession. The silence lasted a while. “Intriguing?” he finally said.


  “Well, it’s true.”


  His lips came together in thought and his eyebrows grew, freezing for a moment at their peak and then releasing. “Hmph,” he exhaled. “What can we do about that?”


  “Can you give me some time?”


  “I’m in no hurry, Heather. You can take all the time in the world.”


  



  *******


  



  September passed quickly. The red and orange leaves were turning brown and brittle. The first autumn shower occurred when I was in Weights class. By the time class ended, the downpour had too, leaving everything below the clouds sparkly and rich smelling.


  Sparkly and rich: our growing friendship, but a friendship only.


  I’d missed the first autumn rain. And I missed watching Nick doodle. I missed his little flirtatious notes to me on the corners of the paper. Most of all, I missed holding his hand, which occurred only once in September. It was during the second week of class when I took a wrong turn on our way to Weights class together and he seized my hand to correct me. I wouldn’t let go until we were about to enter the men’s locker room together. More than once I thought of making the same wrong turn just so he’d hold my hand again but I never could muster the courage.


  And had I known how delicious Nick looked lifting weights I would never have agreed to take the class with him. But I figured when you’re in love with someone they could make janitorial work attractive. However, I hid every intimate emotion from him, faking my indifference, keeping myself safe.


  Liz and I hung out the weekends I didn’t work. We went to a couple of movies, both disappointments. I was beginning to detest movies. They all seemed to share three standards: market value, great; entertainment value, average; redeeming value, none.


  And although the entire month of September passed without seeing each other outside of school, and although our conversations were more platonic than flirtatious, my affections for Nick were stronger than ever. And our friendship grew.


  



  *******


  



  Heather woke to the creaky hospital door.


  “Morning, sunshine,” Dr. Adams greeted as he peered into the room.


  She shot up, and then grabbed at a pain in her side. “Ouch,” she grunted.


  When he jarred the door to walk in, a whiff of salty air entered the room.


  Heather brooded as the strong scent stimulated her appetite. “What’s that smell?”


  After Dr. Adams grabbed the orange folder from the clear holder on the wall, he looked to his left and triggered his sniffers in classic nerdy fashion. “Dr. McCormick’s morning break.”


  “Dr. McCormick? Should I know him?”


  “No, no. It’s popcorn,” he responded. “The employee lounge is across the hall and one of our head doctors is addicted to popcorn. Smells up the hallway faithfully every morning” Dr. Adams stopped short.


  “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Heather asked.


  “The popcorn,” Dr Adams confirmed, “from your memories.”


  “Yep. It seems I wasn’t addicted to popcorn after all.” Her mind spun in a little loop of consideration, quickly yet thoroughly. “Can I ask you something?”


  Dr. Adams grabbed the chair and planted beside her bed, cozying in for what looked like a long rest from his feet. “Fire away. That’s why I’m here.”


  “Well, first I wanted to tell you that I believe you. You’re right; everything you explained to me yesterday, about that PMS thing, or whatever.


  “P-R-S,” he repeated with a smirk.


  “Yeah, whatever. Well, it makes more sense now.”


  “Good, Heather.”


  “Last night I even dreamt some more. Memories keep flooding into my mind.”


  “And they will continue to come.”


  “I know, but . . . you said that some of my memories aren’t real. That some of them might not be as authentic as they seem, like the popcorn, for example. If that’s true, how can I know for sure which ones are and which ones aren’t?” She wanted to ask about Nick straight out, but couldn’t quite find the courage. Eclipsing her desperation was the fear of what he might say, as if his words alone determined the fate of her and Nick.


  “That’s a good question. I don’t know if your mind can ever sort that out on its own. You’ll have to ask people who knew you, who were around when your experiences took place. Do some research. Believe it or not, you are already figuring things out nicely, like the popcorn. That is exactly how you need to think as you work through the kinks in your mind.


  “Coincidentally,” he went on after a minute, “there is something I wanted to talk to you about regarding this very topic, a subject matter I came across in my research. But I hesitate to do so since it’s a serious psychological complication, a bad reaction that can occur after a PRS coma. But, since I already mentioned it and I know you won’t let me eat lunch today until you’ve been briefed,” his knowing eyes heckled her over the top of his glasses, “I suppose I have no choice.


  “Sometimes after waking from a PRS coma, the mind can continue to play tricks on you in the form of hallucinations; they’re referred to as ‘reactions’.


  “It sounds like you understand how PRS can be similar to a typical dream where events can materialize from your imagination and mesh with some of your legitimate memories. Though your memories will still be mostly valid, you now understand that parts of those memories might not be. The rose perfume, the popcorn, etc. Certain objects, maybe certain moments,” he hesitated, then quietly uttered, “possibly even certain people whom you believe real, might be imaginary, false images from a false past. Reactions.”


  The pitch of his voice returned to normal as he went on, “As I said, I don’t anticipate this with you. Reactions often occur with false experiences but, to my knowledge, almost never with imaginary people. My guess is that it would take a mind that was both exceptionally lively and overly intellectual for this to occur. Though Creed has made me well aware you possess both intellect as well as creativity, typically one outdoes the other, which may I say is rarely a good thing, but in this case it is. Consequently, I wouldn’t worry about it.”


  “Exactly,” Heather picked up, listening only to the parts of his monologue that related to her thoughts. “I think that’s what I’m trying to say. I guess I’m wondering about the accuracy of the relationships I remember.”


  “Sure. That’s very normal. I think patients who suffer from amnesia in any form feel most worried about the people in their lives. Have they forgotten about a friend or a loved one? Will they recognize those closest to them? Rest assured that anyone who knows you will understand, and will want your memory to return to normal as quickly and as much as you do. Their primary goal will be the same as yours, Heather, to draw out those memories. They will be very helpful to you. They can furnish familiar objects that will stimulate your memory or take you to well-known places, or relate stories that might remind you of some part of your past.


  “They want to help you, so there’s no valid reason for you to be worried. Understand?”


  You don’t! she said in her mind. What she wondered about was the relationship itself. She could never love anyone as much as she loved Nick, even if their relationship was embellished by those stupid reflection-dreams, even if his feelings weren’t really real. But if they weren’t real, why was she still dreaming of him in the same way? She didn’t trust herself. For all she knew, he wasn’t even . . . what if he wasn’t even


  She couldn’t say it, couldn’t come right out and ask. It was so personal and overly exposing, too weighty, too much to ask the doctor . . .


  “A penny for your thoughts,” he said softly.


  “Uh, I was just thinking, . . . um . . . Does the temperature in this hospital hit extremes? Super hot and super freezing? Or did someone forget to put the covers over me at night, almost all the time? I was always too hot or tool cold in most of my dreams.”


  “Since it’s hospital code, I’m confident the temperature has remained even throughout your stay here. We can assume that that part of your dreaming probably falls on the side of valid memories. For you to dream so detailed is noteworthy. Then again, you live in a place where the weather can play a significant role in a person’s life and therefore their memories of certain events. After all, the average winter temperature in Missouri is 32 degrees.”


  “Hm.” She thought about this.


  And thought.


  And soon she nodded off to more memories.


  



  *******


  



  It was particularly cold one Friday morning, the cool, September air had turned October-frosty and winter was knocking his frostbitten fingers on the door. Penny was acting up but I never discussed it around Nick for fear he’d confiscate her, for the umpteenth time. Penny squeaked obnoxiously all the way to schoola pack of dogs would have trailed her if they weren’t all indoors.


  Creative Writing was uneventful that day, though just being near Nick brought life to me. However, our ten-minute trek to Weight class was akin to a Mount Everest hike. The arctic wind blew through my light jacket, stinging my cheeks, my purple lips on Novocain. Even with Nick as my escort, I closed my eyes and buried my face in my jacket collar. The next thing I knew, a thick coat was blanketed over my shoulders. I adjusted the oversized fabric and overlapped the front with my numb hands.


  “Thhhanks,” I shivered.


  The internal complaining came to a euphoric halt. I was buried in his jacket, the smell of him blazing through my senses, that rich, handsome smell. In fact, I inhaled so deep that I dizzied and had to expose my face to the icy, outside air to recover. The door was opened to an intimate comment about his delicious smelling jacket. He laughed at my attempts to flirt.


  In class I especially wanted to be near him; not that I ever didn’t. But it was the dawn of a weekend and that meant endless, thinking-about-him days that were hard to cope with. And the smell of his jacket was working on me like a romance movie. A tricky predicament, sorting out physical affection in a non-physical relationship. How could I communicate a desire to spend private time with him without compromising our friendly relationship? Could I ask him to come over? Maybe I could fake being sick . . . Stop that, Heather! You can’t play this game. You’re too afraid to tell him the truth, so you can’t have him. And you can’t keep leading him on. Then again, you are friends. And friends hang out together. Close, but not too close. Right? Right.


  While in my thoughts, Nick advanced. Returning to the present fast, I found myself in the corner of the weight room sitting on the bench of a machine, having not attempted a single exercise since my arrival five minutes prior. At least I sported a makeshift stretching position. Quickly, I reclined against the military press machine, grabbed the bars at either sides of my shoulders, and pushed through ten reps.


  “Having a good workout?” he asked after joining me on the bench.


  “Killer!”


  “Really?” He was skeptical.


  “No, not really.” A shared chuckle. “Unless you consider meditation a workout,” I suggested.


  “Sometimes,” he proposed.


  I brushed a wrist over my head. “Then yeah, I’m having a great workout today.”


  “I noticed.”


  The perfect time to ask him to come over would be gone in a flash. If I made it sound casual? But the right words wouldn’t come.


  Will you come over tonight? Too forward.


  Maybe if you have nothing to do tonight, you could come over. No, too weak.


  Why don’t you come to my house tonight? Plain dumb.


  “Are you working tonight?” Yeah, that would work. But then I realized it had come from his mouth.


  I attempted indifference, thankful my racing heart was a hidden body part. “No, I’m off tonight, if you can believe that.”


  “Hang out with me,” he suggested.


  I responded with a quick nod, tightening my mouth to hold in the explosion. I hoped my joy didn’t show through. It was almost too hard to keep from shouting. Only a month had passed since we’d talked about slowing down, but it felt like ages!


  We planned for dinner. He’d pick me up at six.


  The rest of the hour I lifted heavier than any prior class and without an ounce of exhaustion. My worst exercise, pushups, I did without my knees. And when Henry, the body odor guy, talked to me longer than was necessary and much too close, I still wasn’t bothered.


  After school, I drove straight to the mall. To look especially nice but casual still would take some clever shopping. Unfortunately, the plethora of cute outfits on display when Liz and I shopped together a couple of weeks ago were all hiding. Seriously, I couldn’t find socks!


  So, I phoned a friend. “Hey Liz, I’m going out with Nick tonight. What should I wear?”


  “I’m coming over!” And then she hung up before I could say goodbye.


  “So,” I questioned Liz in an uncertain voice an hour later, “how do I look?”


  She shook her head, her face wearing sincere concern. “You look hot,” she replied in such a factual way she left no room to argue. “The poor guy won’t be able to keep his eyes off you.” Then she beamed like a proud parent.


  Hardly, I thought to myself. I’m the afflicted one there.


  “And my outfit?” I worried it was too much. “What does it say?”


  Her fist went chin-ward. “Like you care and like you don’t care.”


  I grinned. “Perfect!” I looked down at myself, my shiny, straightened hair feeling odd on my cheeks.


  Liz left just before six. Ten minutes later the door sounded.


  I kept reminding myself that my appearance was no different than my schoolmates, even less dressy. However, compared to how I usually looked, this was an upgrade. I suddenly felt like an idiot.


  But when I opened the door to both him and a draft of cool winter air, the effort instantly paid off.


  As he took me in, his expression turned hungry and his eyes began to feast.


  “Because you don’t like compliments,” he began, “I won’t say a word.”


  My smiling eyes rolled. “Thanks.”


  “About how beautiful you look tonight.”


  A few fluffy giggles slipped out. “Thanks!”


  “Hungry?”


  His eyes stared from below a beanie hat and above his black t-shirt with long white sleeves underneath. “Very,” I told him, responding to something else entirely.


  I accepted his hand, realizing halfway down the stairs the truth to his words: my hand held to his like I was falling off a cliff. I thought about loosening my grip, but I didn’t want to, so I didn’t.


  The first thing he said once inside the car was a strange, “Turn around.”


  “What?”


  But within a moment the familiarity of the words hit. “Oh, great,” I muttered as I reached back to search for a price tag. Just then, he ripped it from my armpit.


  Conversation in the car felt usual, but the blend of grown friendship and restored courtship made the mood unusually spicy.


  “How’s Penny doing?”


  “To be honest, she sounds like a squealing pig right now. But I’ve done some research and I think it’s the fan belt. I’m going to buy one tomorrow and”


  “Fix her all by yourself,” he finished for me. “Do you have a socket wrench?”


  “Uhhh . . . not yet . . . ”


  “How bout I come over tomorrow and help.”


  “Okay,” I said after a second, cringing at the thought of being so helpless without him. “Thanks.”


  Right after being seated, he opened his menu, completely unaware that a game was playing on the big screen behind him and he had given me the seat with the view.


  This was new: Nick overly preoccupied with something. Was it school? His grades? Something at home? I hoped he would open up, but instead he closed his menu, rested his forearms on the table, and leaned in, bending his head down toward his plate.


  “What’s distracting you tonight?”


  His eyelids lifted, his stare deliberate. “Do you know what you want?”


  Though referring to the menu, his simple words held double meaning, prying opened the door to the restricted parts of my heart, to where my deepest, darkest secrets were kept.


  My mouth unleashed a few words that bypassed my internal editing system. “Can I trust you?”


  There was a long pause before he responded. “Have I given you reason not to?” My eyes, against his, were wide with searching.


  But my mouth continued. “You didn’t answer my question.”


  His eyes never left mine when he answered me, “Yes.”


  Chapter 15


  The door to the hospital room was closing slowly.


  “Where are you going?” she shouted.


  Dr. Adams peered around the door. “Rest, Heather. Don’t worry, we’ll pick up a little later.”


  “No,” she protested, “I’m not tired. I wasn’t sleeping, I was just thinking.” Reliving more memories. Reflections. “Please, I’d prefer to continue.”


  The door swung open, reclosing as he walked toward her with a small black bag in hand. He wheeled over the table with flowers on top and dumped out the contents of the bag. A gold ring with intricate detailing rolled toward the edge of the table and fell into her hand.


  She examined the ring, Creed’s ring, recalling the memories associated there, wondering which ones were accurate and which ones weren’t. She placed it on the table next to a dead cell phone. But resting beside the phone was a thick, black chain. No, a watch. As soon as the glimmering diamonds hit her eyes, time seemed to stop and her hands lost their dexterity.


  With sweet wanting, another brief memory suddenly emerged, speeding through her mind in fast motion, but so detailed that it would have taken several minutes to retell:


  



  It was an overcast, winter afternoon. It had been a month or so since the dinner-date. I was waiting on the couch in my apartment with an oversized cowboy hat on. I knew it was December 1, and by the way my cheeks were lifted, I also knew the mood was merry. A few quick taps on my door and then it opened. I whipped off the couchalmost smacking into the doorand grabbed his hands to spur him inside. His face wore a stallion smile.


  “What’s this?” he inquired.


  I herded him toward me. “Your belated birthday present.”


  “You look very appealing in it.”


  “But it’s not for me,” I giggled. “It’s for you, when you work in your uncle’s fields.” His eyes seemed to enjoy themselves, remaining investigative for some time.


  Decisively, he reined in both my hands, “I love it,” and kissed them singly on the corners of my wrists. But I wouldn’t let him get away that easy.


  “I can think of a better spot.”


  “Really?” he inquired sarcastically while bridling my hips. “You’re looking a little too foxy this morning. I don’t know if I trust myself, and I definitely don’t trust you.” The wickedness on his face verified his words. But instead of backing away like I thought he might, his face went straight for my neck. I giggled frantically, lassoing my arm around his neck while tilting my head back, catching the hat with my other hand. I wondered, as I had on several occasions, how he took the wildest moments and made them feel as if they were happening in slow motion. His lips easily found the crease below my jaw, and I weakened under the sweet sensation. His face pulled back, examining, making sure I was still stable. Probably waiting for my eyes to roll backward.


  But I shook out the dust in them and smiled haphazardly. Then, to buy some recovery time, I placed the cowboy hatnatural straw with a dark brown leather band around the base of the crownon his head, folded my arms, and backed up for a full view. Its dry, cornsilk color accentuated the wet blue of his eyes and the oval brim contrasted the hard angles of his jaw. He looked . . .


  “You look delicious!”


  “Hmm,” he reflected, “My first ‘delicious’.”


  “Maybe out loud, but I assure you it’s not your first.”


  He cradled me in his arms and imparted a heartfelt, “Thank you.” His cool minty breath on the tip of my nose swirled inside my head like laughing gas. His hands embraced my cheeks, and then he leaned in and kissed my forehead.


  “That was closer,” I persuaded, “but actually I had something else in . . . ”


  My lips slowed as the words disappeared into his advance. His mouth moved along mine, the same careful way it always did at firstas if his was the instrument and mine was the gentlest sonata ever composed. He leisurely caressed his way to the softest position where our lips fit together in masterpiece fashion. And then they pressed into mine.


  An early morning melody sparked inside me, harmonizing my body to his. I led the symphony.


  “Heather?” he got out when I slowed for a breath.


  “Mmm?” I responded, unable to stop what he’d started. He participated in my lack of control, patiently waiting until I had to breathe again.


  When his lips were free, he protested, “Slow down a sec.” But he finally had to pull back.


  “Oh, sorry,” I chuckled with my eyes closed.


  His hands prudently remained fastened to my sides while his nose rubbed against mine in an Eskimo fashion. “Open your eyes, silly.” I obeyed. “It’s your turn.”


  “Really?” I excited. But I was expecting this.


  “It is your birthday, after all.”


  He pulled a long, slender white box with a black bow out of his pocket and handed it to me. With a sly smile I glanced at him and then back at the box before turning around to sit on the couch. “What is it?”


  “That’s typical of you,” he mocked. “Why don’t you open it?” It wasn’t said impatiently. On the contrary, he could have sat there for days and waited. I, on the other hand . . . . . . tore at the bow, ripped open the box and then slowly lifted the long, thick strip of cotton. Staring at me was the most beautifully extraordinary piece of precious metal I’d ever laid eyes onit was a watch, with an onyx metal face, circled by glossy gold numbers, and framed by beautiful sparkling bezel diamonds with an elegant band constructed of shiny black ceramic links.


  “It’s like your sister’s,” I whispered in awe, “ . . . but black . . . she must’ve mentioned . . . ” But I couldn’t finish. My eyes remained on the beauty, fascinated by the way it moved me. My emotions were on the surface. Then I realized why I so adamantly adored itit was Nick. Stone-hard yet soft, dark yet dazzling.


  I turned the wristwatch over and read the engraving, “Heather and Nick ~ Forever”. I lost the last of my composure.


  And the memory ended with tears.


  



  Before Heather touched the black watch that was resting on the hospital table, she cautioned herself through the welling tears, He could very tragically be one of those “reactions” of your imagination, Heather; a made-up character to accompany your lonesome cognition.


  She couldn’t help but wonder if her colorful imagination had gone too far in Nick. He was real, of that she was certain. But were her memories of him real? Or were they only friends? Perhaps the better question, were they even friends? Was he some guy from one of her college classes for which she had developed a disturbingly deep infatuation for? Was he just some classmate that didn’t know she existed? After all, the only proof she had of his existence was her mind. And she knew her mind well enough to admit it was capable of creating a character as wonderful as him. Was he her perfectly imaginary, perfect guy?


  Or had they grown a genuine friendship, a relationship, a bond. And had that bond lead to courtship? To love?


  Heather surveyed Dr. Adams as she carefully reached for the watch. Holding her breath, she quickly flipped the watch over to expose its silver back plate. The tears spilled onto her cheeks as she let out a gasp.


  “Heather and Nick ~ Forever.”


  After giving her some time, time for all her most tender emotions to surface, time to think of the way her hand felt inside his, his exquisite arms wrapped around her, the solace of his love, and the sweet completeness of hers, Dr. Adam’s whispered into the moment, “May I?”


  She let her eyelids close, for no other reason than to be with Nick again. Anything to bring him closer. He had been her lifeline. Every memory with him was chronologically relived in her mind while her body rested. He saved her life, in so many ways; she knew this without a shadow of a doubt.


  She had fallen in love, twice.


  “Well, I shouldn’t be too upset with myself. How could I have known?” Dr. Adams trifled. “I’m assuming this has everything to do with what kept you alive mentally?”


  She didn’t respond, not vocally. The response came in the form of discord. What did he mean, How could he have known? She told him everything about their first few months of courtship together. And he knew Creed, so why shouldn’t he know Nick?


  But with Dr. Adam’s next words her question was answered. “He was here two nights ago.”


  The comment defibrillated her heart. “N-Nick . .?” she said, carrying the name’s delicacy on her last breath.


  He nodded. “When you came back to consciousness last week you called for him. We did some research and found” he referred to the folder, “a Nick Richards in a few of your previous college classes. We got a phone number and made a call. After we explained to him your situation he came straight to the hospital.


  “He stayed with you past visiting hours. We allowed it since he was able to get you to mumble a few responses to him.


  “I think I vaguely remember. I was scared because I felt so weak and confused, and his voice sounded so loud.”


  “Yes. I believe that’s what you told him, that you were scared. However, your body seemed to react rather well to his touch; your breathing registered heartier and your heart beat was strong.”


  Dr. Adams lifted off the chair, with the orange folder at his side. He uncomfortably evaluated the room as if evading an inappropriate thought. “And on that note, I think it would be fair to let Creed in so you two can talk. He is very anxious to see you.”


  “Creed is here?”


  “Right outside the door.” He turned to leave, but twitched back, lifting his pencil. “May I add that these flowers” he pointed to the bright red roses in the grimy vase, “have been furnished by Creed on a regular basis since your arrival here.” Then he made for the exit.


  Heather couldn’t help but laugh, scatty from thoughts of Nick and triggered by Doc’s inappropriate meddling. What, did he think she was five?


  “Dr. Adams?” She stopped him.


  “Please, Mark.”


  “Dr. Mark, are you trying to intrude on my personal life?”


  The comment almost rendered him speechless, his face countering amusement. “Creed did warn me you were a fireball.” Then he turned and left the room.


  She smiled, desperate to attach the black watch to her wrist. But it seemed hopeless with all the other wristbands and tape and gauzy protrusions invading the area. The watch was still as beautiful as when he gave it to her. It seemed like just yesterday. It was yesterday, as far as her mind was concerned.


  The wrap up of her recent crisis ran through her mind. She attended six months of college where she fell hard in love, then she was hit by a car, she died, was revived back to life, and then, while in a coma, her mind rehashed highlight clips from her six months of college life and romance.


  Really? A coma, Heather? Dreaming of Nick in the confines of a coma, reliving spotlight moments of a six-month courtship, re-experiencing sweet memories of days spent together, the start of the romance, the first kiss, wanting to tell him about an ugly past, the growing love . . .


  Suddenly surfacing was another passing, yet sensationally revealing memory:


  



  I was on my couch, half asleep, my head on Nick’s lap.


  “Hey,” he said softly. “You awake?”


  “Mhm,” I returned, my eyes closed.


  “It’s snowing outside.”


  “Really?” my voice croaked. I moaned while I stretched, attempting to wake myself, and shifting my body so it faced him. But my eyes stayed under their lids. I felt peaceful and capricious. “Less than two weeks ’til Christmas,” I said sleepily. “Just in the nick of time.” And then I sluggishly laughed at myself.


  “Good one,” he replied.


  My dreamy thoughts continued to play with sleepy humor. “And for Christmas,” the words were woozy sounding, slow coming out, “are you my Saint Nicholas? Get it?”


  I heard a distant laugh. “Alrighty, go back to sleep.”


  “No really, I’m awake.” I tried to open my lids, but they were heavy. Vaguely, I felt his fingers slipping through strands of my hair. It was so soothing that I drifted deeper into rest.


  In my sleepiness I heard him whisper, “I’m in love with you.”


  “Mhm.” I mumbled back. “Me?”


  I felt him stroke the contours of my resting face, his quiet assent filling me with joy.


  My mind became alert to the subject matter. “Me too,” I said softly. “When I first heard you sing.” My lips smiled under his tracing fingers. “You?” I couldn’t resist and my eyelids forklift open. But, as was standard, his terribly attractive face tripped up my emotions and a spasm of delight shot through me.


  He said in a soft, cozy voice, “When I watched you scale your apartment building. You had me right there.” We chuckled in unison. Beneath my fragile eyes his stark features called to me. I had a sudden urge to touch them like he had mine. I raised my lazy hand and softly traced the contour of his jawline. I felt as though I was touching a masterpiece and wasn’t sure if it was altogether okay. But I continued upward, gracing his lips with my fingertips. Ripples of sleepy love strung through my body.


  How can this be real?


  “You know,” he confessed, “For the first time in my life I’ve found something I have no control over.”


  My stare prodded him.


  “The way I feel for you.”


  I curled into the man I would love forever and closed my eyes.


  And that was the end of the memory.


  


  Nick hadn’t come to visit her in the hospital until two days ago. Where did he think she’d gone the past several days . . . weeks? Maybe even months! How long had she been in the coma? Was Nick unaware of the accident


  The door opened.


  “Heath?” A puff of blonde poked from the crack.


  “Creed?” she replied with an unexpected air of nerves.


  He looked older, more mature than she recalled. But his hands were glued inside his pockets, his walk was bouncy, and the familiarity came. She studied his movements, recalling them from her head.


  “You don’t remember me,” he registered.


  She locked on a face that was straining for supportive but clearly upset.


  “No, I do,” she responded fast. “I remember you. I’m just not sure how it all fits together.”


  “But you remember me?”


  His adorable, gleaming smile surfaced, the one that indented his dimple the deepest. And there were those fervent, honest eyes that always had a calming influence over her.


  She grinned back at her eternal friend, reaching out her hand. He leapt forward and threw his lean, strong arms around her, so hard she couldn’t breathe. But she choked him right back as feelings of deep friendship and love surfaced spontaneously. Holding onto familiarity felt like a shower of rose petalsa hundred and eighty pound rose petals. Ouch!


  “I had so much to say to you” He choked into the pillow, refusing to let go. “But now that you’re awake, I can’t think of a single thing!”


  “How about I start?” She gently pried him off in order to see him. He settled onto Dr. Mark’s chair, as choked up as a new papa. “Thanks for the flowers.”


  “Pshhh.” He waved off the appreciation.


  “But seriously,” she chastised, “Do you know how to wash a vase?”


  His face told her she’d shocked him. Then, in the next second he burst out laughing, grabbing her hand and rubbing it between his. “Ahhhh,” he responded, “I’m so happy you’re back!”


  Creed didn’t stop talking from there. He filled her in on what he’d been doing while waiting for her to wake up. He was living in a small home in St. Louis with a roommatehe’d moved to be close to her while she lay in the hospitaland he’d found a full-time job at the aviation center and was also taking classes there for his pilot’s license. The conversation was laid-back and effortless, and she was glad the dynamics of their relationship hadn’t changed. It also gave her hope that another relationship was still as strong and stable as when she left it.


  After catching up on his life, there were a few questions she had about hers. So during a moment of silence, she took advantage of her comfort level and began, “You know me well, right?”


  “Better than anyone, my girly.” She remembered he’d called her that before, many times before.


  But as the comfort of it seeped into her body, the valves in her heart began to clog and her blood lugged through her veins like heavy syrup would. She waited for the clot, for the heart monitor to flat line, as she contemplated not being someone else’s “girl”. Fearing to ruin the mood as well as her improved health, she siphoned the pinching thought out as quickly as it came, desperately hoping there was another that knew her even more intimately than Creed, that would call her “his girl” too.


  “My question is, do I like popcorn?”


  “Uh, I guess, why?”


  “No loser, I mean, was it my favorite, did I crave it” her words halted. “Did I just call you loser?”


  But by the glee in his face, you’d have thought she’d just presented him with his pilot’s license. “Yes!” he exclaimed.


  Her head pressed deeper into the pillow, retreating from his strange response.


  “We used to call each other loser all the time,” he informed her.


  “That’s rude of us.”


  “It wasn’t like that.” He rubbed her hand back and forth as if to warm it with friction. “It was sort of our way to psyche each other out when we competed.” A thought made his eyebrows suddenly furrow. “I don’t know if you remember, but we’re both pretty competitive . . . I could share a few good stories in that category . . . You’re pretty coordinated. Okay, most of the time you beat me. But I give you a run for your money.”


  The Creed she remembered would never admit to such a thing. He’s worried about me, she thought to herself. Her eyes blinked to direct them downward, and then she squeezed his hand.


  “When I was in my coma I dreamt a lot,” she explained. “I saw you in my dreams. You’d just pop up at random times. I wanted to talk to you so badly but I could never quite get to you. Weird, I’d get this scary feeling that if I reached you, something bad would happen. Almost like it was too soon . . . to soon to come out of my coma.” She stared into space, her considerations deep. “I think I was right to hold back. When you’d visit me here at the hospital, I think that’s when I’d see you.”


  “Then you must’ve seen me a lot.”


  “And the roses . . . ” she continued, “I think I could actually smell them once in a while.” She smiled, her psyche darting here and there. “Do I have a favorite cereal?”


  “That’s easy, Frosted Flakes.”


  “Okay, one more question . . . ” She said it with no introduction or explanation. “The funeral . . . you were there with me, right?”


  His face turned sympathetic. Then his eyes found the floor and he nodded.


  “Just making sure,” she whispered, shaking off the confirmation of Mom’s absence.


  Intrusively, a loud squeaking sound mingled with her contemplationsCreed scooting the chair closer to her. “Don’t be sad.” His voice was melancholy. “Your mind is a complicated piece of work, Heath. It’s amazing what it can do. Did you know that you only use ten percent of your brain at any one given time”


  “Yeah, I’ve heard that before.”


  Things kept thumping into that ten percent, everything she recalled from her comatose past: the glitch in her vocabulary, the dejavu moments, the phantom painmore and more of it coming together.


  “You’ll get through this. I’ll help you. I’ll always be here for you.” His hands were frantic on hers.


  In an attempt to lift his spirits, she clasped her free hand on top of their hold. She sensed that her fears were his too; it worked that way with family. “Don’t worry,” she confirmed, not with her face but with a passionate hand squeeze instead, “I’ll be fine.”


  Just then he said something that turned her sturdy hands into spaghetti. “Are you thinking about him?”


  “Who?”


  “Nick.”


  She tried to repress an outburst but it evidenced in her eyes all the same.


  “I have to say” His words fell to the floor, the direction of his face. Still, he gazed at her through eyelashes. “I was a little surprised when I found out you had a guy friend.”


  “Why?” she asked, again with too much oomph.


  “Well, you never told me about him when we’d talk on the phone. And you’re just not the type to make friends that quickly.” His head shook, but not because of the words, rather at his raw feelings on the subject.


  “Don’t get me wrong,” he went on, addressing the crease in her eyebrows. “You’ve always been nice to everyone. It’s just, the past couple years before you left for college, you had a hard time allowing anyone to be a part of your life.


  “After your mom . . . you know . . . ” His eyes checked hers to make sure it was okay to proceed. “After she passed, you sort of built up this wall. You wouldn’t let anyone in. You were afraid to trust people, afraid to let your guard down.


  “Of course you’d never admit to it, but it was obvious. You felt that if you didn’t love, then you’d never hurt again.”


  There it was. The reason for her rules. Don’t get close to anyone and don’t talk about my past. So that was why she was afraid to love Nick, afraid to get close to him, only to get hurt.


  “Anyway” Creed let out a deep breath, big enough to have been holding on to for a couple days. “This whole time, since you’ve been in the hospital, your guy-friend thought you and I sort of . . . ”


  She waited a few seconds, as long as her impatience allowed. “What?”


  “It’s crazy, but he thought we ran away together, eloped or something.”


  Unless she’d missed a scene in her drawn out dreams, there was no valid reason for the deduction. “Why?” she beseeched. “What could have possibly made him think that?”


  “Your stepfather,” he accused. “I guess Nick called Bill the night of the accident, when you up and disappeared on him.”


  Details of the final memory sprinted through her mind. How every little facet of the quickly unfolding memory could be so lucid was inconceivable, but it was nonetheless:


  



  I caught little glimpses of the crisp December days before the accident: driving down the snowy road to school in Penny, Nick fixing her flat tire, the Australian, Mayra flirting with Nick in class; and then my memories went to the night of the accident.


  “Hi, it’s me,” I said into the phone. “Uh, call me when you get this message. I know I’ve been acting a little weird these past few days, but, uhhh, we need to talk. I have something I need to tell you that can’t wait. Ummm, okay, call me. If I don’t hear from you I’ll call you in the morning. But try to call tonight, kay? I really need to talk to you. It’s kind of important. No, it’s really important. I need to tell you something, and if you don’t call right away, I know I’ll lose my nerve. Sorry, I’m rambling. Okay. Okay, call me.” And then I hung up.


  I sniffed hard to suck in six months of building unease, nervously fidgeting on my couch as the practiced monologue ran through my mind for the hundred and seventh time that day. Over and over I’d played it out in my mind:


  “Oh, by the way, I’ve been lying to you for six months. My real father left when I was a baby and I don’t have a mother anymore. She died when I was in high school. I do have a little brother just like I told you, but he’s a stepbrother, and I rarely see him. Also, my stepfather is a drunk. No grandparents alive eithernone that I know of, anyway. I’m sorry I lied to you. I guess I just wanted to pretend my life was differentat first, anyway. But it all kinda got out of hand. So here’s the truth: The girl who’s in love with you is a big fat liar who doesn’t belong anywhere or to anyone. Charming, right?”


  Wrong.


  Still, I would tell him tonight, as I planned. Or as soon as he called back. At the moment even that felt too distant. But after tonight, there would be no more lies, no more secrets, no more living in fear. No holding back anymore. Everything would finally be out in the open.


  I couldn’t keep up the charade forever. I had met his family already; he’d eventually want to meet mine. He would have to know sooner or later.


  Really, the idea of keeping any secret from him was shameful. What was more shameful, however, was the lying. Yes, I’d already realized that the truth would have been a lot less agonizing had I just come clean in the beginning. But now I was dealing with something heavier than a not-so-ideal past life. I was dealing with deceit.


  I buried my face in my hands, staggered by both how deeply I felt for him and the mess I found myself in. Oh, if I blew this . . . No, I couldn’t.


  Of course he wouldn’t hate me, right? He would understand why I’d lied all this time. He would empathize immediately, the laid-back type always did. And if he didn’t, I would call Creed and seek his help. Creed always knew what to say, how to fix things. Besides, it was time he knew about Nick anyway. At any rate, it would all be over within the hour.


  The thought was peaceful. And liberating. And sort of terrifying.


  After waiting two full hours for Nick to call, I finally couldn’t take it any longer. There was no way I would be able to sleep tonight.


  So I changed into sweats, put my good luck charm in my pocket, grabbed my phone and some headphones, put on a winter hat and my running shoes, and strode out of my apartment building. Before I knew it, I was jogging down the road. It was almost midnight, but instead of the skies being darkened by the late hour, they were dimmed by fog instead. That’s why it almost felt surreal; normally I would never jog in such horrible weather.


  But I continued to run. Around a wet corner, through a hazy stoplight, and onto a busy, fast-moving highway.


  I was freezing. It didn’t help that I was the type that could freeze in the Sahara Desert. But tonight the stinging air actually felt soothing since it diverted my thoughts.


  I ran and ran, thinking only of running.


  Half way through my jog I crossed the street to circle back home. I paced out into the road, concentrating on one sensation only: the matchless physical freedom of being in full stride.


  And that’s when it happened. It was so fast that time seemed to slow in order to make room for all the action. Through the hazy veil, my eyes locked on two fog-dimmed, approaching headlights. My brain registered in a split second that my life was shifting but all I felt was a wave of grief pulse through me. Confusion filled my mind. It happened too quickly for my intellect to figure out a solution, for survival mode to kick in as it usually did. As urgent as a car out of control, my mind screamed, “Move! Avoid the lights!” But my body froze.


  In the blink of my eyes my life flashed in front of me in rapid slow motion, beginning with my late mom’s lovely smile, the two of us united in a fit of giggles on my bed; my little stepbrother blowing his trumpet in the bedroom next to mine; walking on a dirt path by a small creek with my best friend, his blonde puff of curly hair and the sweet words of his goodbye; and finally, a tall, broad figure, his face shadowed by the brim of a baseball hat . . .


  In the next moment my insides felt like they were being crunched with the devastation of unrealized dreams. I gasped at the helpless, sickening sensation, like a whack to the gut. My chance to have what I really wanted, all of him, was so close, within arms’ reach. I could almost feel him in the palms of my hands. But I would never quite have him, never quite reach . . .


  And then suddenly, with a muted thump, all things authentic vanished into thick, snowy air.


  Subsequently, the projector of my mind paled to a dim glow and the quick scenes of life cut out. I sensed myself begin to separate from my body, and I knew plainly that my life was swiftly waning.


  And then, with another blink, everything went black.


  The car hit me. And that’s how I was put in my coma, where it all ended and it all began.


  And the traumatic memory was over.


  



  As Heather lay in the hospital bed, a possible follow-up scenario developed in her mind. Nick getting the message she left on his phone, thinking something was very wrong, calling her all night, then coming to her deserted apartment the next day, and finally going home, waiting, and then eventually calling information for her home number in Nevada City. Then talking to her stepfather . . .


  “The day before your accident,” Creed began to explain, “I told Bill I was leaving for St. Louis to surprise you, you know, to come and visit you at college. I guess Bill thought you and I were going to run off somewhere together and get married. And that’s what Bill told your friend.”


  Heather went into hysterics. “Well, did you tell him it wasn’t true? Did you explain what really happened, where I’ve been? That I didn’t leave him”


  “Ease up, Heather,” he broke in, now sitting against the seat back with an expressionless face. “He knows.”


  “And what did he say?”


  “Nothing.” He looked to the side of the room to avoid her response. “He wasn’t very talkative, but neither was I.”


  Her thoughts of Nick wouldn’t rest. Her head was hot. How dare Nick think I left him, she thought to herself. He knows me better than that. I would never! And even if I did, why didn’t he come after me? Wasn’t I worth a fight?


  A few more words were exchanged. Creed told her there was a vacant basement apartment in the home he lived in and it was already hers. She thanked him and gave him a heartfelt and indebted hug before he left for aviation school.


  “Get some rest,” he instructed.


  A second later, Heather was alone. Yet amazingly, she didn’t feel lonely; she was upset with Nick, her temper fine and functioning. But soon her thoughts turned messy, drained. Under the sheets she bent her knees, gradually and carefully lifting them toward her chest, and then rolling her back in a cat stretch. A deep inhale of life, a full exhale of being alive.


  Creed was right, she needed rest; and she really tried. But, of course, she wasn’t able to control her endless, impatient mind. It was her weakness, her Achilles’ heal, the chink in her armor, and yet it saved her life; he saved her life. All at once her ears needed to hear Nick’s voice like her body needed blood. Why wasn’t he here right now? Maybe he was engaged with someone else at the moment. But who could be more important than her right now?


  As if the god of miracles heard her petition, the door suddenly cracked open. Her lungs iced over.


  “Sorry, Heath. Forgot my books. My final is in there.”


  Her lips puckered and a tank of cold air puffed out of them. “Oh, okay . . . ”


  But when she looked up, her eyes fixed on the beautiful spread of red roses perking up the white room. Why this hadn’t happened before, she wasn’t sure, but a rush of deep appreciation blew over her. As Creed walked back in the room, Heather noticed that his dirty-blonde waves had darkened, and his height had expanded, and his presence had turned more commanding than before. In that one, full moment she realized how much he meant to her. He was more than a friend, more than family, more than just some boy who took care of her when she was younger. He was her guardian angel, her hero. And he had grown into a man. A good one. He could make her happy.


  Her thoughts startled her. But she shook the idea as fast as it came. After all, it was only natural to feel attached to him. They’d known each other their entire lives. And he had watched over her all this time, for how many weeks . . .


  How many weeks?


  Suddenly she decided to hear what he said, and her face spun in his direction. “Wait a minute, your final?”


  But he was stooped below the bed, grabbing his books off the floor.


  “How long have you been going to aviation school?” she questioned.


  His head popped up. “A while. Why?”


  “A while? How?” Her face lapsed into a blank. “How long have I been in here?”


  “You mean here? In the hospital? In your coma? The doctor’s didn’t tell you?”


  She shook her head, sensitive to the possible problems time could present, suddenly needing to hurry things up. And Creed’s arm, swinging his books back and forth, became a pendulum in her mind, moving faster and faster and ticking away Nick’s feelings for her.


  “Let’s see.” He counted with his fingers, finally whispering to himself, “Seven months.”


  Her eyes shot out of her skull. “Seven months!”


  “Nnnno.” His head shook and her eyelids plunged in relief. “Two years and seven months.


  Chapter 16


  As she tossed and turned in the hospital bed, she tried desperately to recall what happened when Nick came to the hospital two days ago when she had first woken from her coma, shaking and crying in his arms. She still couldn’t believe that was the first and only time in two years and seven months that they’d seen each other. After piecing time and place togetheraided by the memory of how loud and clear he had sounded and how raw and close his touch feltshe carefully reworked their exchange.


  She remembered two things specifically. He promised to never leave her. If her memory served her right, “promise” was the word he used, and she’d hold him to it. She was immediately grateful to Nick’s father who impressed upon Nick the gravity of keeping one’s word, even two years and seven months later.


  The other thought was unwelcome; Nick had asked about her family. There were no secrets anymore; he knew all about her disgraceful family life, her dysfunctional past. But what was even more devastating, he also knew she’d lied to him. She had to talk to him . . . to explain everything . . . And then tell him off for not coming after her!


  Not now, she told herself, forcing her adrenalin to slacken and her eyes to shut. Get some sleep and you can work it out later. She obeyed, relaxing her head into the hospital pillow, too lazy to lower the headrest.


  A few minutes later while shifting to find a comfortable position, she suddenly felt the most compelling feeling, as if she were doing what her recent dreams told her she was doing a short time ago, cuddling with Nick on the couch in her apartment on a cold December evening. She could practically feel his aura in her bones, that vibrant maleness of him.


  In her ardent musings she must’ve said his name aloud because he responded, “I’m here.”


  She kept her eyelids closed, smiling at the sound of his voice, that tantalizing rasp she knew so well. But as her thoughts cuddled up to him on the couch, interrupting the quiet was a small clattering sound on the table in front of her.


  Her eyes opened and saw a large hand pulling away from the hospital table where her personal items lay, the glossy black watch now resting on the table’s edge.


  She knew the hand immediately, despite the fact that its owner was hunched over on the chair beside her. With unanticipated composure, she studied his broad shoulders, then the top of his head, furrowing her brows at the shortly buzzed hair. Where were his curls? She almost wondered who the imposter was.


  But his head drew up and his eyes exploded into hers like a bomb. Her blood began to boil and she could hear the beeping of the heart monitor slowly begin to rise. It was too gradual for anyone who hadn’t been subjected to the rhythmic sound for months on end to perceive. But the energy flooding the room was a different story. Heather could feel it inside her skin.


  And it continued to intensify as they stared.


  Two years and seven months? Odd since to her it felt no more than an hour since she’d seen him last. And they were kissing on each other’s neck and declaring their love just yesterday in her dreams. This will be more difficult for him than for me, she thought to herself. And in her mind, “kiss me” changed to “hug me” changed to “hold my hand”, finally ended with “say something!”


  “You look the same,” he said in answer to her silent plea, his voice slightly deeper than she remembered.


  Stifling her urge to squeal, she chuckled a little. “You don’t.”


  He’d buzzed his hair for starters. And he looked bigger and broader. He looked older too. In fact, everything about him seemed too heightened, including his looks. But he was still him. She could do this.


  Before her throat became subject to the swelling, she told herself to speak. “It’s weird to see you without your hat.”


  To her surprise, his face looked displeased.


  She tried to remember a negative incident associated there, but couldn’t. So she persisted. “Your hat. The black and white hat you always wear.”


  His head shook.


  “You know. Your baseball”


  “I know,” he cut her off.


  Her lips slowly shut.


  He was edgy. But wouldn’t anyone be edgy if they’d wasted over two full years thinking a person had abandoned them, but actually hadn’t? If truth be told, she was edgy, too. But she had to control her emotions. Right now it was paramount she help him understand, make him realize that she hadn’t left him, that she still adored him, wanted him more than ever. Her objectives reduced to one comprehensive goal: to remind him, to rekindle what they had, to fan the embers of their relationship. As always, and without bothering with small talk, she went right into it, speaking her thoughts.


  “When I was in my coma I had dreams. But they weren’t really dreams; they were my memories coming back to the surface. Have you ever thought about what it would feel like to meet yourself? That’s sort of how it was. I was watching big chunks of memories unfold in my mind. Like watching movies, all of them with me in it.” He was arched forward, his head still down, his eyes occasionally peering up at her. “And you were in almost all of them.”


  He heaved a large, heavy breath, releasing it while adjusting on the seat and resettling in the exact same position, hunched over with his thighs spread, his elbows resting on his knees and his hands fisted together. She watched his thumb rub his chin, and her fingers ached to touch his. What is he thinking? She waited some time for his gaze to wander up again. He needed to see her so he would know her feelings hadn’t changed. Look at me! she wanted to shout. But she sensed a lack of interest, and it worried her.


  Maybe if she talked some more.


  “Just last night I dreamt about you and I lying on my couch. The memory was so detailed, Nick. It was crazy. I could see you so clearly, and every sound was almost as authentic as the sounds I can hear right now. I could even feel the temperature in the room. And it was like that with all my dreams. Even the ones I’m still having.”


  He was shaking his head again. But she didn’t stop, fighting against his silent disapproval.


  “I was lying on your lap and we were talking about Christmas. I was teasing you about being my Saint Nicholas or something silly like that, and you were . . . ”


  He got up and turned away from her.


  “Sit down!” she shouted through a shot of adrenalin. “I’m not finished.”


  When his head turned back, his eyes were filled with a dark hollowness that made her insides squirm.


  Her adrenalin was racing. She had to calm down, had to remember that this wasn’t the same for him. Two years and seven months. That was a long time. Two whole years! Almost three. He was probably in stunned shock. Maybe she was going about this the wrong way.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered to him, sucking in a deep breath of calming air. “I know it’s been a long time. It’s probably so awkward for you. I just want to clear everything up so things can be normal again. And I only want it to take five minutes.” She laughed some, nervously. “There are so many things on my mind, though. And it’s so hard for me to slow my thoughts down. You know how I am.” She prayed he still did, that he still felt the same about her, that time hadn’t changed his feelings. “So what have you been up to?”


  His head remained down. Moments passed.


  She would not allow his silence to dishearten her. Something was weighing on her mind also. She’d just hoped they could discuss it later, but apparently not. “Are you mad at me because I lied to you about my family? I wanted to tell you, Nick, I swear. I think I tried to tell you several times. I was scared that you wouldn’t love me anymore”


  “Stop.” His word bumped into hers, reigniting her temper.


  “Well at least I’m trying,” she said sharply.


  “Well don’t try.” His eyes wouldn’t meet hers, but he said with all the certainty of a stare-down statement, “I’m sorry, but I don’t feel that way about you anymore.”


  The astonishment that sliced through her almost put her shock. For a moment she forgot how to inhale. It took all she had to keep her wits about her. “What?”


  His eyes finally lifted, too easily, piercing the brutal truth into hers. “It’s been too long. We haven’t seen each other for years. I’ve moved on with my life, and things are different now; my feelings have changed.”


  His words were so shocking that her brain felt as if it was doing somersaults inside her skull. They almost didn’t make sense when she tried to process them. For a moment her head shook in confusion. “I just came out of a coma a few days ago, you know. You could be a little nicer about the whole thing. ‘Are you feeling okay’ or even ‘How are you’ might be appropriate, instead of acting like a selfish jerk!”


  Did she just call him a jerk? This was going all wrong. This couldn’t be happening. Why was he acting this way? This was all her fault. Why had she lied to him? If only he knew how sorry she was. She would prove to him that she could be honest, she could trust him and he could trust her. Everything could go back to the way it was. There were so many things she wanted to say. If he would just give her a chance


  “Come on, Heather,” he said flatly. “You didn’t really think we could go back right where we left off, after all the time that’s passed. Be real.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “Even a jerk would start with something a little more civil than ‘Be real’.”


  Emerging was the same mocking chuckle that echoed through her dreams. But this was an ugly one. “Still just as feisty as you used to be.”


  She tried to cross herself, but her voice quaked, “You’ve changed.”


  “You haven’t,” he responded, shaking his head. “You’re still as impatient as ever.”


  The hit was low and deep, triggering a force that suddenly clenched her jaw tighter than a knot. Her emotions exploded, “Get out!” She didn’t have to tell him she meant it; her voice did that for her. She had one final, low and pathetic breath, and with it came, “I hate you.”


  The door opened and Heather quickly turned, blowing a breath toward her eyes when she saw who it was.


  Dr. Adams strolled into the room. “Everything okay? Thought I heard someone yelling.”


  Heather’s gaze moved between the two men. Dr. Adams stole a glance at the heart monitor; nothing got past him.


  Dr. Adams walked up to Nick, acknowledging him with a handshake. Then he shifted his feet so they faced Heather. With a folder sandwiched between his chest and arms, he stood next to Nick, both of them studying her with two totally opposing expressions. And yet, there was something very similar about those expressions.


  “You know,” Dr. Adam’s continued, “In my fifteen years, I’ve never told a patient they were my favorite, not even my own mother” he halted, letting out a snort, “Especially not her.” His head shook back the comedy. “In any case, it’s against protocol. And it really wouldn’t be fair to my mom.


  “But there is no one quite like this young lady we have right here.”


  At the precise moment when she couldn’t bear the silence any longer, Nick finally responded in a monotone voice and not necessarily to Dr. Adams, “No there isn’t.”


  Dr. Adams leaned into Nick, arranging to tell a secret but speaking at full volume. “Did she tell you she tried to escape from the hospital at four in the morning last night?” Heather’s eyes started to ward him off, then closed to escape entirely. “Decided she was ready to go home, just like that. Had enough of us here, I suppose.”


  “Is that right?” Nick responded. She could hear the laughing contempt behind his words and she knew she repulsed him.


  There was no mistaking. His feelings had dwindled. There was still a strong connection between them, some sort of electrical current there, but it was a faulty one. He didn’t love her anymore. She could feel it. It had been too long. He had changed, and so had his feelings.


  “Heather, you better get some rest. We’re taking your tubes out tonight and I want that vigorous little heart of yours to be in top shape.”


  Heather opened her eyes and nodded, pulling from somewhere a short but heartfelt smile as Dr. Adams exited the room.


  Though Nick’s body language said the exit door was calling and that he didn’t want to be there, he sat back down on the seat beside Heather’s bed. He scooted closer, his brutal feelings manifested by the grating of the chair legs. “Now where would you have gone at four in the morning had you managed to escape?” The mocking indifference behind his words killed Heather.


  Shrinking from the sentences that were lining up in her mind, she rested her head against the pillow. “It’s okay.” Her head shook. “I can tell you don’t want to be here.” The hitch in her voice came, but she covered it with a sigh. “Anyway, I’m tired.”


  Their eyes fixed. Where the strength came from, she couldn’t say, but she continued to stare at him, right in his eyes, square into the part that was the most beautiful of blues. He was in there somewhere, but too far away. Too far gone.


  Still, he would have to look away first, she commanded herself. He was walking away, not her. This would be on his shoulders. And she wanted to be positive he understood this.


  She waited, and wanted to die inside, and waited, and stared without faltering.


  A hand reached toward her face but her eyes were too frozen to follow it. The movement came from the corner, his fist clenching then releasing, as if he were trying to hold himself back but couldn’t. What was he going to do? Ring her little neck? Shut her mouth for her? Strike her? Whichever it was, she could tell he had absolutely no control over it. There was no use fighting. She was at his mercy; she always would be. Go ahead, she thought to herself.


  His fingers landed on the sensitive crease where her neck met her shoulder. Her eyes went wide with panic. But the terrible thrill of contact made her eyelids soften automatically. She stopped them short as she caught his eyes closed painfully tight.


  In the next instant his fingers began a soft, almost greedily slow caress of her skin. He did choke her, but ever so delicately, his fingers passing over her neck in soft, drawn-out, possessive ways. It was a touch of aching hunger. She felt her entire body begin to thrum wildly, ecstatically, reflexively. As the muscles in her neck released to him, her head relaxed against the pillow. She watched his scowl fade as he traced the front of her neck with his fingertips, then stroke beneath her ear with the back of his fingers. His face became completely absorbed.


  In that one jam-packed moment, Heather felt insane with satisfaction. And yet she’d never felt so sane.


  It was over too fast. His eyes opened and his hand pulled away. He stared for another moment, battling with something that looked beyond him, and then left the room, just like that.


  A few seconds later, a loud bang sounded just outside her room, like a big wooden battering ram hitting into the door. Whatever it was, it made her flinch.


  After that, she heard more commotion, a few female gasps, and then a calm, elderly, voice say, “Have you broken your hand, young man?”


  A sardonic chuckle traveled through the wall.


  She wanted to cry out to him. But something told her to let it go.


  Let him go.


  His touch conveyed what she needed to know. No matter how embittered he was, the attachment was there. How strong or faint, she couldn’t tell. But he still felt something for her. That would be enough for now.


  And she would be the patient one; give him time. They were a part of yesterday for her. Yet two years and seven months was a lifetime for him. Time for changes to occur, for new relationships to develop, to be engaged in other pursuits.


  But time was on her side now.


  And there were others too, unseen others that were also on her side. Loved ones pulling for her to succeed, loved ones in a different place whom she knew would always be there, who were alive and well in their own way.


  And she was fully alive and well now, too.


  She and Nick could start over, start from scratch. Rekindle what they once had, what they shared, how they loved, way back when. And she was determined to have that back. She would fight for him if she had to. Fight forever.


  She leaned her body sideways and reached toward the small table for the black watch, the one piece that connected her to him, a piece of time. And somewhere along that road between the past and the present they fell deeply in love . . . forever love. And she held to the promise that nothing, not even time itself, would take that away from her.


  About the Author


  



  JESSICA ROBERTS grew up in the San Francisco, California Bay Area where she spent most of her time playing sports alongside her six siblings. She was crowned Miss Teen California her senior year of high school, and went on to Brigham Young University where she graduated in Human Development. Her love of family, church, writing, athletics, and singing and dancing keeps her life busy and fulfilled. She currently resides in Utah with her husband and three children.


  



  



  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  


  



  


  



  



  



  



  


  



  



  
    


  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg





