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Dedication




    To My Beloved Wife, Blanche,


    Who Has Meant So Much to Me for Over 50 Years


  




  

    
Chapter 1




    In October of 2009, blaring sirens and echoing gunshots shattered the silence on a narrow, winding road leading out of Adamsville, Illinois. A bank robbery had occurred, and the getaway car was speeding away, closely pursued by two police cars.




    Approaching them was a blue Volkswagen Beetle with an attractive, young married couple, Robert and Cathy Stevens, and their four-month-old son, Mark, between them in his car seat. The parents had come here to enjoy the magnificent fall foliage, and marveled at how the red and orange trees and bushes looked so spectacular in the brilliant sunshine. They looked so much in love as they happily shared what was to them another special time. When Robert heard the sirens, he pulled over and stopped, but soon regretted this action.




    “Bob!” Cathy cried out in horror as the robbers’ big, black Buick raced around a sharp bend, lost control, and skidded directly toward them.




    Both parents knew they could not escape. Terrified, they turned their heads away and embraced, holding Mark between them to try to protect him. They also prayed they might be spared. But the Buick smashed into them head-on, and both parents died instantly. The cars then crashed through a guardrail, bounced down a rocky hill, sideswiping boulders and trees, before plunging into the swollen Marquette River.




    Seconds later, both officers rushed out of their cars at the crash site and looked with horror at the scene below.




    “Oh, my God!” Officer Santini said. He then dashed down the hill, and Officer Webb radioed for help.




    Officer Santini swam underwater to the demolished Volkswagen and forced open a door. He quickly examined the remains of both parents, then carefully brought Mark in his car seat to the river’s edge. The infant’s bloody face was crushed, his lovely blue outfit was a red, shredded rag, and his arms and legs were severely lacerated.




    The first ambulance arrived, and Mark was rushed to Adamsville Memorial Hospital, where he received extensive emergency treatment. The outlook was bleak and a priest administered the last rites.




    Meanwhile, word of the tragedy reached the news media and became a nationwide story with people everywhere being concerned for him. He could have died, but because of his car seat and his parents’ embrace, Officer Santini, and what every doctor thought was a miracle, Mark survived.




    But as a result, he had to endure many grueling weeks of surgery and intensive care. Due to the publicity the story received, the best doctors in the area donated their services to aid his recovery.




    No amount of medical skill, though, could replace Mark’s psychological loss at this critical time. His injuries prevented his being cuddled, depriving him of the warmth, comfort, and security that only the close contact with another human could provide. The nurses did the best they could under the circumstances, smiling at him, talking to him, and caressing him. But the question remained: how would these adverse conditions later affect him?




    Six months passed. Because of Mark’s continuous improvement and neither parent having any family, adoption proceedings began. But despite people’s sympathy, his grotesque face repulsed all the approved prospective parents.




    There was, though, a thin, downtrodden-looking couple named Adams, who were in their early fifties, had stooped shoulders, pale skin, and sunken cheeks and eyes, making them resemble survivors of a Nazi concentration or slave-labor camp. The Adams were hard-working janitors in the hospital’s pediatrics area, were unable to have children of their own, and had fallen deeply in love with Mark. They thus applied to adopt him, not caring about his appearance.




    At first, because of their income and age, their application was rejected, despite all their pleading. But after two months of extensive searching, it was obvious that no one else would take Mark, and the couple won.




    Mark thus found a home. Physically, it wasn’t much and, in contrast to the large, magnificent homes characteristic of Adamsville, was a small ranch house. But what the home lacked materially, his parents compensated for with the love, tenderness, and understanding he needed so much. His mother even quit her badly needed job to care for him, and his father took a part-time, second job to partially compensate for the loss of income.




    Mark’s appearance also improved. A nationally renowned plastic surgeon new to the area gave him an adorable, beautiful face, and when Mark again left the hospital, he was the center of attention as everyone who saw him was amazed at the change. Mark had become Dr. Healan’s greatest work of art and, with his cute expressions, light sandy-brown hair and blue eyes, was now a child whom almost any parent would have wanted.




    Everything went well for the next two years, and Mark was the pride and joy of his parents. Because of his injuries and confinement, he began walking and performing other motor activities much later than normal. But this was soon overshadowed by his talking well, solving puzzles, and rapidly comprehending many topics at an unbelievably early age. He also had a keen interest in books and, with his mother’s effort and weekly trips to the library, he began reading before he was three. His parents, who had observed numerous children at the hospital, were truly amazed at his mental development. So were all the doctors-especially the pediatricians. Obviously, no brain damage had occurred during the time he’d been underwater.




    Then on a hot Sunday in August of 2012, almost three years after the accident, his parents decided to go to Lake Tamaroa. They packed their rusted and faded Chevy Nova, dressed Mark in new swimming trunks, and left.




    Everything went well on the way there. A refreshing breeze swept through the car. A local radio station played soft, relaxing music. A peaceful and happy mood prevailed.




    
But this atmosphere changed at the lake, and Mark became increasingly apprehensive as he approached the water. What he saw was not a tranquil lake, but a monstrous blue liquid that somehow wanted to swallow him and suffocate all the life out of him.





    “Mark, what’s the matter?” his father kindly asked. “Don’t you like the water?”




    “I’m scared of it,” Mark responded uneasily.




    “Why?” his mother asked in a mild tone. “You’ve always enjoyed your bath. This is just a larger-size bathtub. Look at all those people out there having fun. We’re going to join them.”




    “I don’t want to. I’m scared.”




    “But we’ll be with you. Nothing bad will happen.”




    “Yes, it will! I know it!”




    “Come on,” his father said, picking him up and carrying him closer. “You just have to get used to it.”




    “Put me down!” Mark screamed, his body becoming rigid. He then pleaded, with tears streaming down. “Please don’t. I don’t want to die.”




    “All right, Mark,” his father replied, putting him down. “We won’t go in the water now. Maybe later.”




    “Never!” Mark declared when he reached the ground. “Never!” He then ran crying into his mother’s arms. “Please, Mommy. Don’t make me go into the water. I don’t want to die.”




    “You won’t die,” she said reassuringly. “Look at all those people in the water. Are they dying?”




    “The water doesn’t want to kill them-only me.”




    “It’s all right,” she responded, consoling him. “We’ll leave this place and never come back. I promise.”




    No more was said about the incident, but the parents were troubled. Why had Mark acted this way?




    After Mark fell asleep that evening, his parents quietly discussed the matter in a distant part of the house. Much was said, but no conclusions were reached.




    A month passed without any incidents. Mark returned to his normal self, and time eased his parents’ concern.




    The Chevy Nova then broke down and the parents went with Mark in a borrowed car to buy a replacement. After much looking, the parents found a used blue Volkswagen Beetle that seemed to be in good condition. Everything was favorable about the car-except Mark’s reaction.




    From the beginning he stayed as far away as possible, viewing it as a blue monster that somehow wanted to carry him to his death. But his parents were almost sold on the car. Now all they wanted was a test drive. They would have had it, except that Mark refused to get in.




    “But, Mark,” his father said patiently, “it’s just another car. There is nothing wrong with it.”




    “Yes, there is! I’m scared of it.”




    “Why? You weren’t scared of the others.”




    “They weren’t like this one. There’s death in it.”




    “Mr. and Mrs. Adams,” the salesman declared a little uneasily, afraid of losing the sale, “nothing dreadful has ever occurred in this car.”




    “Yes, there has!” Mark insisted.




    “Come on, Mark,” his father said. “Let’s just go for a little ride in it.”




    “No!” He broke away from them and dashed into the street. Brakes screeched, and he was almost hit by a maroon dump truck. Frightened, he ran crying into his mother’s arms.




    “What’s the matter with you?” the irate, burly driver yelled as he got out. “Can’t you control your kid? I could’ve killed him!” The driver got back in the truck, angrily pounded the wheel, and drove away.




    Distressed, Mark’s parents were now in no mood to buy a car. They went home and tried to calmly speak to Mark, hoping to discover the reason for his unusual behavior. But they failed and became even more frustrated and confused.




    That night, the parents were awakened by his screaming, and ran into his room to find him crying and trembling, his body drenched with perspiration. His mother took him in her arms.




    “What happened?” she asked as calmly as she could.




    “I had a bad dream. I was in that blue car. Then it was hit and went into the water. I was under the water and couldn’t breathe. I thought I’d die. Please help me. Make the blue car and the water go away.”




    Mark buried his sobbing face while his parents looked painfully at each other, realizing why he’d behaved so unusually at the used-car lot and lake.




    
But what should they do about it? Should they tell him about his past? And if they did, how would he take it? Would it help solve the problem or only make it worse? They didn’t know, but hoped the problem would, with love and understanding, soon go away.





    It didn’t. The nightmare returned the following night, with the same screaming, trembling , and crying. It came again the third night, with Mark now being afraid to go to sleep and everyone suffering from a lack of it. His parents now knew they had to do something–but what?




    
The day after the third nightmare, Mark had an appointment at the hospital for a checkup. He and his parents went into a hallway for examination rooms and saw Dr. Curell, a tall, slender man, with a pleasant face, stooped shoulders, glasses, and premature gray hair, still wearing his surgical attire, including the face mask.





    “No! No!” Mark cried out. “Not that! Not that!” He then hid behind his mother, holding on to her.




    “What’s the matter?” Dr. Curell asked kindly. “What have I done to scare my favorite patient?”




    “It’s that thing,” Mark answered timidly, pointing to the mask. “It means death.” He then cried, repeating the words his parents had heard so much.




    
“Mark, you won’t die,” Dr. Curell said reassuringly. He removed the mask, cut it up, and flushed it down a toilet. “See, it’s all gone. Now come here. You’ve become so-o-o-o big since I last saw you.”





    At his mother’s urging, Mark went slowly to the doctor. Dr. Curell picked him up, tenderly dried his eyes and face, and spoke to him soothingly.




    “Doctor, could we please speak to you, uh … confidentially?” the mother requested, trying to choose a difficult word unfamiliar to Mark.




    “Of course. Mark, we have a new aquarium downstairs with many cute fish. Would you like to see it?”




    Mark reluctantly nodded, and Dr. Curell took him to a receptionist area.




    “Joan, could you please show Mark our aquarium?”




    “I’d be happy to,” she answered with a smile.




    “Good. Take plenty of time with him.”




    Dr. Curell led Mark’s parents into his office.




    “Doctor,” the mother began, “you, of course, know all about Mark’s past.”




    “Well, I should. I’ve been one of his surgeons ever since that eventful day. None of us thought he’d survive. But look at him now. He’s come a long way.”




    
“But not far enough,” his mother replied solemnly.





    “What do you mean?” Dr. Curell asked uneasily.




    
Mark’s parents painfully related everything. Dr. Curell then said, “I believe you’re right. Are you sure you’ve never told him anything about his past?”





    “Yes,” his mother answered.




    “Could he have overheard anyone talking about it?”




    “No. We’ve been very careful.”




    “Well, somehow he knows.”




    “Yes, but what can we do about it?”




    “Unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do for him. What I feel you need for Mark is a psychiatrist.”




    “A psychiatrist!” the father responded. “Our insurance doesn’t cover that. We can’t afford to-”




    
“Mr. Adams, you can’t afford not to.”





    Both parents looked at each other painfully, so Dr. Curell said, “There is a free clinic in Cranford.”




    “We won’t accept charity!” the mother responded. “Somehow we’ll manage, no matter what the cost.”




    “All right. Fortunately, an outstanding child psychiatrist, Dr. Marion Winters, lives in Adamsville. In my opinion, she’s exactly the one Mark needs. If you like, I’ll call her, give her all the details, and schedule Mark’s first appointment.”




    “We’d appreciate that,” the mother replied. “And thank you for taking the time to listen to us.”




    The parents stood up to leave, but were startled when the door burst open.




    “Mark needs you,” Joan said to them anxiously as she rushed in. “He was looking at all the fish, when one of them suddenly died. Immediately, he began to cry and said, ‘The water killed it! I must save the others!’ He then tried to overturn the tank. I held him back and tried to explain that the fish needed the water to live, but he didn’t believe me. All he knows is what he saw. Doris is now trying to comfort him, but is having a quite difficult time.”




    “Damn!” Dr. Curell muttered as the parents rushed out.


  




  

    
Chapter 2




    
Because of the urgency, Dr. Winters met with Mark and his parents later that day after her other appointments. Mark was still shaken but, with his parent’s help, outwardly appeared to have recovered from his ordeal of the fish dying.





    The outer office was unlike anything the parents had ever experienced. The walls were painted with drawings of trees and flowers, and cute, colorful rabbits, deer, frogs, and other animals. The ceiling looked like the sky, with birds and fluffy white clouds on a pale blue background. Soft, relaxing violin and flute music was playing, and a calming aromatherapy scent permeated the area. Evidently, Dr. Winters was using every method possible to help her patients. Her assistant entertained Mark here while his parents talked with her first in a similar inner office.




    When the parents saw Dr. Winters, they were surprised at how attractive and young-looking she was. She had long, curly dark-brown hair, deep-set hazel eyes, somewhat bushy eyebrows, and a flawless, creamy complexion that seemed to require no makeup. She was wearing a light-blue dress, white stockings, light-blue shoes, and a pearl necklace and earrings. And most important to the parents, her face seemed to naturally express the kindness of one who’d combine love with her expertise and treat her patients as though they were her own children.




    “Our meeting now will be brief,” she began, “so that I can give Mark all the time he may need today. Are there any questions?”




    
“Yes,” his mother answered. “How serious is his problem and exactly what can you do for him?”





    “His problem, I’m afraid, is very serious. He’s having nightmares about his experience as an infant and – being so young – he doesn’t know how to handle it. The incidents today with the surgical mask and the fish dying further show how severe the situation is. He likely doesn’t even know what is causing the problem. But hopefully, therapy will remove his fear and allow him to accept his past.”




    After some other questions, Mark was brought in.




    “Hello, Mark,” Dr. Winters said with a soft, tender voice and a warm smile as she extended her hand. “I’m Dr. Winters, and I’m pleased to meet you.”




    Mark extended his hand and she shook it gently.




    “My mommy told me your name. She said you’d help me.”




    “She’s right.”




    For 95 minutes, Dr. Winters had a warm and deeply moving session with Mark while his parents waited anxiously outside. Mark and Dr. Winters then came out, hand-in-hand, and to the parents’ relief, he seemed much better, looking happily at all the animals on the walls. The assistant then entertained him again while Dr. Winters spoke with the parents.




    “I asked you back so I could report my initial findings. First of all, I found Mark to be adorable, lovable, and well-mannered. I liked him immediately.”




    “We’ve tried to raise him properly,” his father replied.




    “Well, you’ve done a fantastic job. Given Mark’s unusual background, I’m truly amazed he’s turned out so well. I’m also very impressed with his use of language. In fact, I’ve never seen anyone like him.”




    “He likes the library books we bring home,” his mother said. “He can even read them.”




    “Yes, he showed me,” Dr. Winters replied. “But now,” she continued more solemnly, “just as I suspected, Mark is partially aware of what happened to him and is terrified of it.”




    “How is that possible?” the mother asked. “We’ve never told him about it and have been careful so he wouldn’t find out in any other way.”




    “I’m not sure. He could have subconsciously picked up bits and pieces, and has now put them together. Because he is so gifted, who knows what he’s capable of? His mind could also have been so sufficiently developed at four months that he was always subconsciously aware of what happened to him. The incidents at the lake and the used-car lot then brought it all to the surface.”




    “What happens now?”




    “At home tonight, I want you, in the best, most compassionate way you can, to tell him everything. I can’t treat him until he knows the truth.”




    “I don’t think we can,” the mother sobbed. “I can’t bear to hurt him. Couldn’t you do it?”




    “No,” Dr. Winters sympathetically but firmly replied. “If I told him, he could lose confidence and trust in you, irreparably damaging your relationship.”




    Both parents slowly nodded.




    
“Okay, I’ll see him again at 10 A.M. tomorrow. In addition, I’m prescribing a sleeping medication to hopefully prevent his nightmare. Give it to him before you tell him about his past. Good luck.”



  




  

    
Chapter 3




    
To get Mark into the proper mood that night, his mother again had him read part of his favorite story, Adam Roberts, Boy Wonder, by Cathy Waterson. Prayers were said and, sitting in bed, he was given the medicine.





    “Mark,” his mother said, “do you remember the story you once read about the little boy who was adopted?”




    “Yes, Mommy. I really liked it.”




    “Why?”




    “Because the little boy was so special.”




    “Yes, he was. Do you know if his mommy and daddy were his first mommy and daddy?”




    “No, they weren’t. That’s what adopted means.”




    “Yes. Now what do you think happened to his first mommy and daddy?”




    “I don’t know. The story didn’t tell us that.”




    “Well, what do you think could have happened?”




    Mark’s face saddened. “I don’t know. Maybe they gave him away.”




    “That’s right. Can you think of anything else?”




    “Maybe they died.”




    “Yes, but the little boy was still special. And isn’t that what really matters?”




    “I guess so. Mommy, why are you asking me all these things?”




    The mother now said somewhat emotionally, “Mark, how would you feel if you were that little boy?”




    “All right, I guess. Why are you asking me things? Am I adopted? Please tell me.”




    “Yes, you are,” his mother answered, trying to hold back the tears.




    “Then what happened to my first mommy and daddy? Please tell me where they are.” A horrified look suddenly came to Mark. “They’re dead. I know it.”




    His mother slowly nodded. They then cried harder and harder as they embraced. The father, also emotionally affected, took out a carefully hidden scrapbook.




    Mark, still crying and hugging his mother, asked, “How did they die?”




    But she was too upset to talk, so his father said, “Mark, you know those bad dreams you’ve been having? That was how they died. You were with them.”




    “No! No! Not that! You’re lying! Tell me it’s not true! Mommy, please tell me it’s not true!”




    “I’m sorry. What Daddy says is true.”




    “Who were my mommy and daddy? Let me see them.”




    The father opened the scrapbook and showed him the newspaper clippings, including the wedding and college yearbook pictures of his dead parents. They looked so young and attractive, but were people Mark would never know.




    “Why did they have to die? Please tell me.”




    “We don’t know,” his mother answered. “No one really knows; only God knows.”




    “Well, let God tell me. Let him tell me why I didn’t die–only my mommy and daddy.”




    “God doesn’t tell us things like that, but I’m sure he has his reasons.”




    “But I want to know them.”




    “Perhaps someday you will.”




    Mark continued crying, but soon the medicine took hold and he fell asleep. His parents quietly turned off the lights and left, thankful that this part of the ordeal was over. The medication worked and everyone got their first good night’s sleep in four days.




    
Dr. Winters was pleased to learn how well Mark had reacted, telling Mrs. Adams it was a good sign. Mark’s willingness to cooperate added to her optimism.





    
But Mark needed extensive therapy. The nightmare still returned occasionally, despite the medication, but its frequency gradually decreased and eventually


    stopped. On a trial basis, Mark was taken off the medication and the nightmare didn’t return. The therapy was going quite well.





    Meanwhile, the cost of the almost daily visits was creating havoc with the family budget. Being already heavily in debt, the parents now couldn’t even afford an inexpensive used car like the blue Volkswagen, and had to settle for a rusted-away 1999 Plymouth. They also fell behind in their mortgage payments and had to sell their modest ranch house, renting a cramped, two-bedroom Cape Cod in an even worse part of town. They scrimped in every way possible, but it was inadequate. Realizing their plight, Dr. Winters again offered to treat Mark for nothing. But the Adamses, despite their low socioeconomic standing, were proud people and politely but firmly refused, vowing to Dr. Winters that one day she’d be completely paid.




    Then after 19 months of therapy, with Mark being five years old, the last session came and Dr. Winters asked both parents to be present. She met with them first while Mark stayed with the assistant.




    
“I asked you both here because I feel I can no longer help Mark. His nightmare hasn’t returned in months. He seems to have accepted his past and appears to be a well-adjusted and very gifted young man. Lately he’s been telling me about his fascination with mathematics. But I was the fascinated one. His grasp of the subject is simply amazing. Mr. and Mrs. Adams, you have a fantastic child. He’s come a long way and will go a long way.”





    “Thank you,” Mr. Adams replied. “We’re so grateful for everything you’ve done. Words just can’t tell you how we feel.”




    “It’s been my pleasure.”




    “Doctor,” Mrs. Adams said, “there’s one thing we must ask. You know how important it is for a child to swim. Do you think Mark could now learn how?”




    
“It probably would be best to wait several years. If he shows no signs of regression, he could try it. But let me warn you, this is a delicate area. Tread very lightly. Suggest it to him and see how he reacts. But do not try to coax him into it. The decision must be his.”





    “Thank you, Doctor. We’ll do exactly as you say.”




    Mark was then brought in and Dr. Winters said, “Mark, because of all the cooperation you’ve given me, I find that I can no longer help you. But if you ever want to see me again, I’ll be here.”




    Tears came to Mark’s eyes. “I’m going to miss you.”




    “I know. I’ll miss you, too. Of all the children I’ve helped, you’ve been my favorite.” She then picked him up and hugged him.


  




  

    
Chapter 4




    
Mark began kindergarten a month later and was soon rejected by his classmates. Many of them resented his superior skills in reading, arithmetic, memory, and deductive reasoning. They also ridiculed his poor physical coordination, his inferior performance in gym activities, and his low-quality, non-stylish clothing that was so unusual for this wealthy suburban community. He had the ability to skip several grades, but he didn’t because it was felt he’d have even more difficulty with older children. Once relatively happy and outgoing, he soon became downcast and withdrew from others, focusing on his schoolwork.





    Not all the children treated him badly, but Mark was unable to make friends.Since the other students knew they’d lose favor with their classmates by being with him, they completely avoided him.




    Because he was cooperative, helpful and polite, his teacher liked him and greatly helped him academically, providing him with advanced, challenging work. But this compounded his problem with the other children, and although he tried to be included, he always failed and withdrew again into the confines of his


    schoolwork.




    Mark also had acquired, through his adoption, the last name of Adams. In any other community this wouldn’t have mattered. But in Adamsville it proved to be the only thing that he or his parents had in common with the rich and powerful Adams family, whose ancestors had founded the 34,000-member community and who were the descendants of two U.S. presidents. Knowing this, some children even derided him for what he was and was not.




    His parents were well aware of his marked change and did their best to help. His mother even had many conferences with the school psychologist and his teacher, but nothing changed the other children’s attitude.




    In other ways, though, Mark was progressing well. His nightmare didn’t return, and he continued to accept his past. So when he was seven, his parents brought up the idea of him learning to swim.




    “Mark, the paper says that the YMCA will start new swimming classes,” his father said casually one evening. “How do you feel about that?”




    “I don’t know,” Mark answered somewhat uneasily. “You know the experience I had.”




    “But that was long ago,” his mother replied. “You haven’t had any problems since then, have you?”




    “Well … no,” Mark answered hesitantly.




    “Then think about it,” his father said. “There’s still time to sign up if you really want to learn.”




    Nothing more was said, but Mark did some very long and hard thinking. Deep down, he really wanted to learn swimming, knowing it could be fun. But what if he couldn’t do it well? Would this produce even more ridicule? And most important, what about his repressed fear of the water?




    What should he do? He could wait. But if he enrolled now, at least he’d know how great his fear was. Perhaps he could even overcome it. So a week later he said, “Mother, I’d like to try to learn how to swim.”




    She smiled and embraced him. “Oh, that’s wonderful.” She then phoned the YMCA and reserved a space.




    That Saturday, Mark’s mother took him to the YMCA and waited for him in the lobby. Mark changed into his swimming trunks and went inside the large pool room. His first reaction was negative. The room’s cool temperature made him shiver and produced goose bumps. He also found the chlorine odor strong and repulsive.




    There were two instructors: Jim Michaels, the swimming director, who was in his early sixties, muscular with a narrow waist, and balding with a furrowed brow; and his assistant, Ed Janson, a slender, good-looking teenager with curly black hair. They had the students enter the water, but Mark remained on the edge, petrified and shivering.




    “Hey, look at the sissy!” Brad Fielding, one of the other boys, called out. “He’s afraid of the water!”




    Nine of the other boys joined in, laughing at Mark and yelling, “Sissy! Sissy!” Tim Cummings, a large redhead with freckles, then grabbed Mark by the ankles and pulled him into the pool, forcing his head under. The chlorine water entered his eyes, ears, nose, and throat, making him choke and panic. But somehow he forced his head up and screamed. Hearing it, the other boys quieted down. Mr. Michaels shouted at them, kindly helped Mark out, and led him to his office, with Mark shivering and bitterly crying. The assistant took over the class while the director tried to comfort Mark. But when nothing helped, he phoned the main desk for Mark’s mother.




    When Mark saw her, he ran into her arms and cried, “I was afraid to go into the water. This big kid then pulled me in and pushed my head under. I thought I was going to die.” He continued to cry bitterly while she comforted him.




    “Mrs. Adams,” Mr. Michaels said uneasily, afraid of the consequences, “let me assure you that nothing like this has ever happened before. We offer the best swimming instruction available anywhere.”




    A while later, Mark had quieted down and another assistant, who’d gone to the locker room, returned.




    “Mr. Michaels, I’m not sure which locker is his.”




    “Mrs. Adams,” the director said, “your son seems much better. Would it be okay if he went with my assistant to the locker room? I’d like to talk to you.”




    She nodded, and Mark left reluctantly.




    
“Mrs. Adams,” the director said, sitting down behind his desk, while she sat down in front of it, “I’ve taught swimming for over 43 years to thousands of youngsters. Many of them were initially afraid of the water, but soon overcame it. Others never overcame it and never did learn. But of all these youngsters, I never saw anyone as terrified as your son. I know nothing about him, but would guess he suffered a traumatic experience related to it.”





    “You’re right. Seven years ago, he was the only survivor when the getaway car from a bank robbery crashed into another one, with both of them going into the Marquette River.”




    “Then that explains it. You know, in my opinion, you should be obtaining therapy for him. From what I saw, he really needs it.”




    “We’ve already been through that. For 19 months, he went to the best child psychiatrist in the area. We thought he was cured.”




    “Well, he wasn’t. And from what I saw and what you just said, I think nothing will ever cure him.”




    “Unfortunately, I think you’re right.”




    “Mrs. Adams,” the director said, writing on a pad, “under the circumstances the YMCA cannot accept your money for the course. Take this to the main desk and you’ll receive a full refund. Good luck.”




    Mark and his mother arrived home, and she immediately picked up the phone.




    “Who are you calling?”




    “Dr. Winters. I want you to see her.”




    “I don’t want to see her. And if you make me go, I won’t cooperate with her.”




    Mrs. Adams put down the phone. “Why are you acting this way? You need her help.”




    “No, I don’t. Besides, she costs too much.”




    “Mark, she offered to treat you for nothing.”




    “But you know she won’t. You won’t let her!”




    Mrs. Adams embraced Mark tightly. “Oh, my sweet, precious young man,” she said tearfully. “You’d give up what you need so much to help us?”




    “Yes, Mother.”




    “Mark, today you’ve become a man,” she declared proudly.




    “No, I haven’t. I’m only seven, I was afraid of the water, and I cried like a baby.”




    “Even brave, grown-up men can sometimes be afraid and even cry. Be proud of yourself, for what you’ve done is very special.”


  




  

    
Chapter 5




    
In the following months, Mark again repressed his fear as well as he could. Outwardly, he seemed to return to his former self; but inwardly he became a different person, sadly realizing it would always be with him. Again he cursed the robbers who’d killed his birth parents, caused his adoptive parents’ financial problems, and made him less than the person he knew he could have been.





    But as a result, he also felt compelled to help his parents out of their financial plight. So with fierce determination, he began earning money by mowing lawns, raking leaves, and shoveling snow. Night after night, he’d come home exhausted, bathe, and drop into bed, soon falling asleep. His parents were deeply grateful, but still very concerned and begged him to ease up. Mark, though, politely but firmly refused, producing in them even more respect and adoration.




    And when a job delivering morning newspapers became available, Mark took it, despite having to get up at 4:30. Winter mornings were especially harsh, and he’d have loved to stay in his soft, warm bed, rather than go out to a dark, cold, and solitary outside world. He began used to it, though, facing this unpleasantness with the same determination and energy.




    But Mark still had free time, so at 16 he became a kitchen helper at the Adamsville Country Club during the busy summer. He worked the maximum number of hours at the club allowed by law, but kept his other jobs.




    September of 2026 arrived. Mark was a high school senior, and his giftedness was even more evident, especially in mathematics. As a result, with independent study, he’d completed all his high school math courses and was taking an advanced calculus course at Adamsville College.




    The math faculty at both schools also did everything possible to accommodate him, giving him many extremely difficult and challenging problems. But Mark always found the solution, sometimes by very ingenious and imaginative methods.




    And with him on the team, Adamsville High had, for the third year in a row, won the prestigious Illinois Math League championship. Previously, the school had never even reached the semifinals. His talent even overcame the mediocre performance of his colleagues.




    
Under different circumstances, his talent, extremely handsome face, and tall, slender build could have helped make him popular. But in 12 years the attitude of other students remained unchanged. The prestige and recognition he brought to the school by his Illinois Math League performance was either overlooked by them or used as additional evidence against him.





    This rejection also had no justification. He never boasted about his accomplishments nor said sarcastic things to make anyone feel inferior. And in class, he deliberately said nothing unless the teacher called upon him. He always knew the answer, but why should he provoke additional hard feelings?




    Because of his rejection, Mark remained lonely and unhappy. He also was emotional and sensitive, trying his best to hide his inner feelings but frequently failing. If only one student would have befriended him, it would have made such a difference. But that one student didn’t seem to exist.




    Then one day, Mark’s English teacher, Mrs. Koster, who was also the drama coach and director, approached him privately before school. She had long red hair, was middle-aged and studious looking, with her glasses on a gold chain, and had twice directed Broadway shows.




    
“Mark, the first school play is Thornton Wilder’s Our Town. Remember how you demonstrated a complete understanding of it two years ago? You were the best student in the class.”





    “Thank you,” Mark replied modestly. “I really enjoyed the play and having you for English.”




    “Then you wouldn’t mind trying out for a part.”




    “Oh, I couldn’t do that,” Mark responded uneasily.




    “Why not? You express yourself extremely well.”




    “Yes, but I couldn’t perform in front of hundreds of people. I’d get stage fright.People would find fault with what I did and would laugh.”




    “No, they wouldn’t. If you got a part, I’d help you. You’d be marvelous and might even make a few friends. Here’s a copy of the script. Read the play again and think about it. Tryouts are this Thursday.”




    Despite his uneasiness, Mark took the script. He remembered what Mrs. Koster had said about making a few friends, but he had no optimism. He recalled when he’d tried to learn how to swim and knew what a disaster it’d been. Petty jealously of his intellect had also prevented him from making friends in the high school math and science clubs. Would trying out for the play be another failure? He thought it would but decided to give it a chance anyway.




    On Thursday, Mark entered the auditorium after school. But he made the mistake of trying to win the part of a leading character: George. Mrs. Koster had him perform the scene in which George meets Emily after school, offers to carry her books, and invites her to Morgan’s drugstore for an ice cream soda. At home Mark had rehearsed the lines well. But with over 20 other people looking at him and the glaring lights on him, stage fright came over him and he botched the part. He also adversely affected the performance of the girl playing Emily.




    
Mark didn’t know the girl he’d been paired with. She had a beautiful, angelic face, long golden-brown hair that gleamed in the overhead lights, and was of medium height with a slender and very shapely body. But what really intrigued and possessed him were her warm smile and blue eyes. In fact, her smile and eyes seemed to be “talking” to him, indicating a willingness to begin a friendship.





    But how was this possible? His performance was ruining her chance to obtain the part, yet she didn’t seem angry nor distressed, and Mark quickly realized how different she was from all the others. Perhaps he could still make a friend despite what he’d done to her.




    “Thank you, Mark and Elaine. That will be all.” From the way Mrs. Koster said this, Elaine and Mark knew they hadn’t obtained the parts. Elaine quietly left the stage, gathered her books, and went to an exit. Mark remained longer, but before he left, Mrs. Koster whispered, “Well, are you going to let this golden opportunity slip away?”




    “No,” he responded quietly. “Thank you.”




    Outside the auditorium, Mark caught up with Elaine and said, “I want to apologize for the way I performed. I obviously cost you the part.”




    “Please don’t feel sorry,” she said with a smile. “Stage fright is very common.”




    “Then may I carry your books?”




    She smiled again. “Say, are you trying to duplicate that scene in real life?”




    “I guess I am. The school has no Morgan’s drugstore nearby; but there’s Teddy’s ice cream parlor.”




    “I’d love to go there.” She gave him two of her books, and they left the school.




    “I don’t know your last name.”




    “It’s Moore.”




    “Elaine Moore,” he reflected. “I know I’ve seen your name. Yes! You’re a writer for the school newspaper!”




    “That’s right. And you’re Mark Adams.”




    “How do you know that?” he replied uneasily.




    “Don’t you remember? I did a story about the math team winning the state championship for the third year in a row. During the interview, Dr. Boyd showed me your picture and told me all about you. He said you were the reason the team had done so well the last three years.”




    “Don’t believe everything you hear,” Mark replied defensively.




    “Normally I wouldn’t. But Dr. Boyd showed me the results. You’d answered every problem correctly and some by highly unusual and ingenious methods. He said your performance put your math I.Q. off the charts. My father, whom I adore, is the research director at Adams Microelectronics, so I can truly appreciate your ability.”




    “You can?” Mark replied, amazed. This girl really was different.




    “Of course I can. Say, why are you acting this way? Aren’t you proud of your accomplishments?”




    “Yes. But that’s enough about me. I’d like to learn more about you.”




    “Well, I’m a sophomore and have Mrs. Koster for English. In fact, she urged me to try out for the play.”




    “What a coincidence! I also have her for English, and she did the same thing. What else should I know?”




    “Well, I love to write. Ever since I was seven, I’ve enjoyed creating stories and trying to improve existing ones. My mother says I have talent. She’s biased, of course, but she’s also the chairperson of the English department at Adamsville College.”




    They went inside Teddy’s and sat down in a booth. A waitress came over to take their order.




    “Two strawberry ice cream sodas, please,” Mark said.




    The waitress left and Elaine said, “How did you know what I wanted?”




    “It was easy. Strawberry ice cream sodas are what Emily and George had at Morgan’s drugstore.”




    “And do you think we’re Emily and George?”




    “Only if you want us to be.”




    “The thought of a modern-day Emily and George is interesting. What an idea for a story!”




    “Yes, but if you write it, please change the ending. I wouldn’t want the modern-day Emily to die in childbirth or in any other manner.”




    Elaine smiled. “If I write it, Emily won’t die. She and George will live happily ever after.”




    The ice cream sodas came, and Elaine and Mark sipped them while continuing to talk.




    “Mark, I’ve told you about my parents. What about yours?”




    “They work at Adamsville Memorial Hospital in the pediatrics department.”




    “That’s another coincidence. I work there as a candy striper in the geriatrics wing.”




    “That’s very commendable. Do you have any siblings?”




    “No, I’m an only child.”




    “So am I! That’s another coincidence!”




    “Yes. My parents had a Rh-factor problem. I was born okay, but my baby brother was stillborn because of the antibodies. My parents didn’t want to suffer this grief again, and decided not to have more children.”




    “I’m so sorry to hear about your brother. Why did you tell me about him?”




    “I’m not sure,” Elaine said a little emotionally. “I guess because it makes me so thankful to be alive.”




    “I’m also thankful to be alive.” When Elaine questioned him on this, Mark related how he’d lost his parents, with her listening intently. They then left and walked toward one of the wealthier areas in town.




    “Please tell me more about yourself,” Mark said.




    “Well, besides writing, I love music and playing the piano. I’m especially fond of light-classical pieces and modern songs with lovely melodies.”




    “I am, too. I only wish I could also play the piano.”




    “But you have your own special talent. Being able to appreciate the melodies should be enough for you.”




    “You’re right,” Mark responded, wishing he could somehow trade in his special talent for one that would make him more popular. “What else do you like?”




    “I enjoy sports, especially swimming and boating.” Mark winced when he heard this, but Elaine didn’t see it.




    They continued on, talking as they went. Elaine then stopped in front of a huge and elegant, modern ranch house, set well back from the street, with impeccable landscaping and lovely mural rocks.




    “Mark, I’d like to continue our conversation, but this is where I live.”




    “Before you go, I’d like to tell you about a tough problem I have. It’s one I feel you can help me with.”




    “It sounds interesting. What is it?”




    “How I can get a wonderful, talented girl, who thinks I’m a mathematical genius, to go out with me tomorrow night?”




    Elaine smiled. “The answer’s easy. Just ask her.”




    “All right. Would you like to go out with me to a movie tomorrow night?”




    “I’d love to. How about at 7:30?”




    “Fine. I’ll see you then,” he said, returning her books. He then watched as she walked to the house, waved good-bye, and disappeared inside the double doorway. At long last, he thought, he’d succeeded.


  




  

    
Chapter 6




    “Elaine, where have you been?” her mother demanded as Elaine came in the front door. She was extremely attractive and young looking with deep-set piercing blue eyes, shorter reddish-brown hair and expensive-looking jewelry, and was about two inches taller. “Do you know how sick I’ve been, worrying about you?”




    “Relax,” Elaine calmly replied. “Remember I distinctly said I was trying out today for the school play.”




    
“You still should have phoned. You’re our only child and you know what almost happened to you.”





    
“That was over 10 years ago. Why must you always continue to bring it up? He didn’t do anything!”





    “He almost did. My God, Elaine, that man was a convicted child rapist! If Mrs. Richman hadn’t been looking out of her front window and called the police–”




    “And if you had been watching me as you should–”




    
“Don’t you dare try to again shift the blame to me! I told you to never talk to strangers! If you had listened, you know it–”





    “Please, let’s change the subject! I admit it was my fault! All right?”




    “All right. Did you get a part in the play?” she said as they went from the center hallway toward a huge and elegant family room.




    “No.”




    “Why not? You should have with all your talent.”




    “Yes, except the competition was very keen. But the experience wasn’t a total loss. I was paired with a most wonderful guy.”




    “Did he get a part?”




    “No.”




    “Then how can he be wonderful?”




    “In other ways.”




    “Is he the one I saw you with outside?”




    
“Yes. He walked me home. Wasn’t he good looking? Did you ever see such a handsome face? And those blue eyes and sandy-brown hair,” she said, going into a dream world.





    But her mother brought her back to reality. “Elaine, beauty is only skin deep. And hair can always be dyed.”




    
“Oh, why must you always spoil everything? He’s also gifted in mathematics and is even more talented than Father.”





    “And you obviously believed him. Boy, you’re even more vulnerable than I thought, believing any line a–”




    
“But it wasn’t a line. Dr. Boyd, the school’s math team coach, told me when I did that story about the team winning the Illinois Math League championship for the third year in a row. Dr. Boyd said Mark was responsible and showed me proof. He even said that no test could ever measure Mark’s ability.”





    “And I bet Mark boasted about all of this.”




    
“You’re wrong. In fact, he even tried to deny it.”





    “That’s odd. What else can you tell me about him?”




    “His last name is Adams.”




    
“Is he a member of the Adams family?” her mother inquired, thinking about the further connections and aspirations the family could achieve, if it were true.





    “I don’t know. But his parents work at the hospital. And he’s adopted. His birth parents were killed 17 years ago in an auto accident. Mark was the only survivor.”




    “But how do you know he didn’t concoct that story?”




    “There you go again. Mark isn’t that kind of a person. You’ll discover that when you meet him. He’s asked me out tomorrow night and I’ve accepted.”




    
“Good. At least then I can learn everything that he so conveniently failed to tell you.”





    
“You’re impossible!” Elaine declared, heading to her room in a huff. “Can’t you ever change?”



  




  

    
Chapter 7




    The following evening, Mark couldn’t wait until 7:30 to be with Elaine, so at 7:05 he rang her doorbell. He wanted so much to make a good impression and was dressed in his best sport jacket, slacks, shirt, and tie.




    A handsome, stern-looking middle-aged man, with broad shoulders, deep-set brown eyes, and wavy light-brown hair opened the door. He was wearing a black tuxedo with an expensive-looking white shirt, and Mark suddenly felt very underdressed.




    “Good evening, Mr. Moore,” Mark said politely.




    
“The name is Dr. Moore,” the man replied.





    
“I’m sorry, Dr. Moore,” Mark said more nervously. “I’m Mark Adams and I’m here to take Elaine out.”





    “But you’re a half-hour early.”




    “I know,” Mark responded, groping for the right words. “I just thought that if I arrived early, it’d give you a chance to know me better.”




    “Well, since you’re here, come in.”




    “Harold, who’s at the door?” a woman called out.




    “It’s Mark Adams, Cynthia.”




    “He’s a half-hour early,” she replied, coming into view. She was wearing a green evening gown, and her attractiveness impressed Mark.




    “I know. He wanted us to get to know him better.”




    
“Good evening, Mrs. Moore,” Mark said politely. “Or should I also call you Dr. Moore?”





    “I do have my doctorate, but you may call me Mrs. Moore. Come in. Elaine’s not ready.”




    They led Mark through the white marble-tiled center hall to a sunken living room. Mark was so impressed that he didn’t notice the step leading down. As a result, he stumbled and almost fell. Both parents looked at him strangely, but said nothing. Mark tried to regain control, but became even more uncomfortable.




    The living room was huge and impressive, and was filled with expensive furniture, including two large yellow and green sofas, separated by a glass-covered cocktail table.




    The parents directed him to one sofa and sat down on the other one, almost, Mark felt, like an enemy army on the opposite side of a battlefield.




    
“So you’re Mark Adams,” the father began. “Elaine told me your parents work at the hospital. I know Dr. Robert Adams, the renowned neurosurgeon there.”





    “I’m not his son,” Mark replied uneasily, his hands becoming clammy.




    “Then your father must be Dr. William Adams, the hospital director,” Mrs. Moore said.




    “No, he’s not,” Mark replied even more uneasily.




    “Then what do your parents do there?” Mrs. Moore asked bluntly.




    “They’re janitors in the pediatrics department,” Mark answered as well as he could, praying this wouldn’t doom the relationship.




    A strange expression came over Elaine’s parents as they looked at each other.




    “I can’t help who my parents are. I was adopted.”




    “Oh, yes,” Mrs. Moore responded. “Elaine told us you were the only survivor of the auto accident that followed the bank robbery 17 years ago.”




    “That is correct,” Mark answered somberly.




    “But as I remember it, the infant who survived was severely mutilated. They thought he wouldn’t survive.”




    “That is correct,” Mark replied even more somberly.




    “You don’t look mutilated to me,” Mrs. Moore said bluntly. “In fact, you look exactly the opposite.”




    “Then ask Dr. Healan about it,” Mark answered her somewhat forcefully.




    
“Dr. Philip Healan, the renowned plastic surgeon?”





    “That’s right. Can’t you believe me? I’m sorry my parents aren’t who you wanted them to be. And since you brought up how I tragically lost my birth parents, I thought it might have been to convey–”




    Elaine entered and immediately knew something was wrong. “Mark, we better be going,” she said as well as she could.




    They left the house in silence and Mark opened the car door for her, closed it behind her, and got in on his side. He then started the car and drove off.




    “What happened?” she asked uneasily.




    “A misunderstanding about who my parents are and who your parents wanted them to be. Your parents hoped my father was Robert Adams, the renowned neurosurgeon, or William Adams of the famous Adams family. But my parents are actually janitors. You should have seen the expression on your parents’ faces when they learned this.”




    “Is that why we’re riding in this car?” she asked, fully aware of the rusted body, the saggy front seat, and the badly cracked and faded dashboard padding.




    “Yes, it’s the only one my parents can afford. They are now in their seventies and should have been able to retire over five years ago. But they can’t because the little money they have is needed to help put me through Adamsville College. Even if I live at home, we’ve calculated it’ll cost over $300,000. I’ll undoubtedly receive scholarship aid, but we don’t think it’ll be enough. My father even has a second job and I have a number of jobs to try to make up the difference.”




    “I’m glad you told me all of this.”




    “Does what you’ve learned matter to you?”




    “No. Why should it?”




    
“Do you really mean that?”





    
“Yes, I really mean it,” she replied with a smile, but thinking of the tremendous obstacle that’d come between Mark and her status-conscious parents.





    “I’m glad you feel this way,” Mark said, relieved. “It’s just one of the things that make you special to me. My parents may not have status, but they make up for it with love, devotion, and understanding.”




    “They sound like wonderful people. Did anything else happen?”




    “Yes. After I told your parents I was adopted, your mother said the infant who survived was mutilated. She didn’t believe I was the survivor and only seemed convinced after I gave her the plastic surgeon’s name. I started to have words with her about it, but fortunately you came in.”




    They arrived at the movie theater and, despite their problem, had an enjoyable time. Afterwards, they went to Teddy’s for strawberry ice cream sodas. Mark then drove her home. At her house, they walked hand-in-hand to the front door.




    “I’d ask you in, but my parents aren’t home yet.”




    “I understand. Elaine, did I tell you about my latest problem?”




    She smiled. “No; but the answer is yes.”




    “I don’t know where to take you.”




    “Well, the Adamsville Symphony Orchestra is having a concert tomorrow night, and will be playing some of my favorites. My parents have tickets but can’t go.”




    “That sounds wonderful. I probably, though, wouldn’t know many of the numbers and wouldn’t be able to fully appreciate them.”




    “Well, you could come here tomorrow afternoon and let me play them for you and discuss them with you.”




    “I’d like that. About one o’clock?”




    “Fine. See you then. Good night.”




    Mark wanted to kiss her but felt he’d do it awkwardly and spoil it. He didn’t want to spoil anything about their developing relationship, so he just released her hand and also said, “Good night.” He was happy that his time with her had gone so well, and hoped that he could eventually win over her parents.


  




  

    
Chapter 8




    The following afternoon, Elaine happily greeted Mark and led him to a huge family room that had a white stone fireplace, a grand piano, two long sofas, a built-in wall bookcase, and a 10-foot-long, wall-mounted stereo system. The room overlooked and led to a huge back yard that featured a 20-foot gazebo, a flagstone patio, expensive outdoor furniture, raised planters, and beautiful landscaping with an immaculate lawn.




    He met her parents along the way, and they treated him coldly, hardly saying a word.




    
Alone with Mark, Elaine played for him all the concert numbers on the stereo. She also played the piano, mesmerizing Mark with the way her dainty fingers danced so lightly and gracefully over the keys. She told him what she liked about each piece as well as which one was her favorite–Barcarolle by Offenbach. She enjoyed it so much that she played it repeatedly, and Mark felt it would also become his favorite.





    At 5:30, with the time having passed too quickly, Mrs. Moore came in brusquely and Mark sadly knew he had to go. But he looked forward to soon being with Elaine again.




    
Their evening went well with the highlight being Barcarolle. Afterwards, they happily went to Teddy’s for strawberry ice cream sodas, and Mark brought her home at midnight with them agreeing to study together tomorrow. Again Mark wanted to kiss her, but felt he’d do it awkwardly and spoil it, so he just said, “Good night.”





    The following afternoon, Elaine again happily greeted Mark and led him to the family room. And not wanting her grades to suffer, he let her study in peace, content to just be with her. Again the time passed too quickly and at six o’clock Mrs. Moore came in brusquely and Mark knew he had to go.
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