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To my dad
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I


 never wanted to be a Messiah. In fact, I was woefully short on qualifications—super powers, spiritual connection, any desire to save the world. I didn’t have a direct line to the tall guy with the white beard, and that was just fine with me.

I had my heart set on math, logic, and space. But sometimes the Master Planner has other things in mind for you. Big things. Things that’ll freak you out if you think about them too much. It’s best just to ride the wave of possibility and let the probabilities unravel. 


RIGEL

Chapter 1

Montana, June 4

T


here is logic in all things, even death. But that doesn’t mean I’m ready to face it. Not yet.

Today was supposed to be happy and bright, the color of sunshine and blue sky. Not just because of my birthday but because today I’m an adult. Legally.

Instead, I’m sitting in the doctor’s office at four in the afternoon where the only color surrounding me is a dull white, and I’m waiting for news—my test results. With my NASA internship starting next week at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, I wanted to make sure I’m fine. Better than fine. I’ve always been healthy, have great stamina, rarely get sick. Except this thing with my heart lately . . . the crazy beats and being out of breath. I didn’t even tell Shelley and Philip I was coming here. My parents. I’ve been calling them by their first names for as long as I can remember because it made more sense. The idea of a dad and a not-mom never felt right. This way there’s no separation between father and stepmother, between biology and parenting. Besides, Shelley would smother me with hand-holding and sympathetic gazes and monitor my every move, and Philip would argue empirical evidence until he and the staff were exhausted. 

I just want answers.

The cold air makes me shiver and I cross my arms over my chest. There’s an explanation for all this heart weirdness. There always is, because everything is logical. Were it not for order and organization, Earth would spin out of control and we’d all be flung into outer space. 

Bach’s Prelude in C Major plays on my headphones, pure mathematical progressions that have always served to temper erratic thoughts, to calm frustration and bring me back to harmonic resonance. 

Except for today. My heart gallops and careens like a drunken race horse, apparently in violent disagreement, then all is calm. Moments later it’s wild and crazy again. No matter what I try—deep breathing, imagining myself gliding through space, solving random math equations to distract my mind—my heart doesn’t listen. 

I knock on my chest to get its attention. “Stop that. You’re driving me nuts.” But nothing changes. So I soften my tone. “Look, you have to cooperate. I can’t have you ruin my whole career.” 

Still nothing.

I kick my legs beneath the table and rub my arms. It’s freezing in here. Why are doctor’s offices always so cold? And where is he? 

“Hurry up!” I say to the empty room. “I have places to do and things to be.” My lips quirk at the little joke but my heart doesn’t join in.

For reassurance I stroke my necklace. A thin silver spiral with a green tourmaline stone in the center. 

According to Philip, life is a puzzle waiting to be solved and there is nothing that can’t be solved with mathematics. One of the first things I learned was the special property of the golden spiral. He’s right about math. Numbers have existed since the dawn of civilization, in Ancient Egypt, in Assyria, in Babylonia, where they used arithmetic, algebra, and geometry for commerce and trade. And astronomy (my favorite topic). When I was little, Philip and I would stand in the backyard under the panoply of night and gaze at the stars, millions of pinpricks dotting the blackboard of heaven, and he would point out the bright ones and make me repeat their names. Sirius, Canopus, Alpha Centauri, Arcturus. And Rigel, the seventh brightest star in the night sky, the one I’m named for. 

Because of Philip I’m going to be an astronaut. It doesn’t hurt that he used to be an astronomy professor at the University of Montana. Having a dad with all that knowledge and expertise was amazing. Not to mention the perks of visiting the school’s planetarium and observatory and getting a personal tour or sitting in on a class and having the professor ask his “daughter” to explain the harmonic oscillator. 

At last the door opens and Ryan McAndrews walks in, revered doctor and fanatical researcher. Or Mac, as I call him, the nickname he gives to all the kids. Mid-forties with curling brown hair and glasses that make him look sexy. Not that I would ever tell him. 

He’s not smiling, damn it. Far from it. He has the saddest eyes and a lip droop that reminds me of his basset hound Sadie. The last time he had that look one of his favorite patients died. I slip off my headphones and blurt, “Who died?” 

We don’t mince words.

“No one,” he says. “Not yet.” But his expression doesn’t lift. His eyes narrow and his head drops while he scans his laptop. He tap-tap-taps the report with his finger.

Time drags and my skin prickles. No smile. No eye contact. This isn’t good. I was banking on good news for my birthday. He’s mistaken; he has to be. I feel fine. Well, except for the crazy heartbeats and being out of breath. I mean, the panting when I run is normal. What’s abnormal is the lack of energy. No more five-mile loops in the forest. I’m lucky if I can manage a couple miles. But that cool dampness, the sunlight shining through the canopy of giant cedars—that fuels me. That makes me happy. If I have to give that up, I might as well just chuck everything. 

So I’ve put off a checkup. Everything gets out of sync once in a while, even a body. If something were really wrong I wouldn’t be able to run at all.

Mac has to be mistaken. “So what’s the scoop?” I ask. “Give it to me neat, no ice.” Years back, when I came in for a flu shot, a shot I so did not want to get, Mac told me a story about an old rock hound who got banged up in an accident. Mac’s grandfather examined him in the hospital and when the fellow asked for the report, the doctor said, “Do you want the good news or the bad news?” The fellow huffed out a breath and said, “Whatever you have to say I can take. Give it to me neat, no ice.” So when I braced for the shot, Mac told me it would hurt like the dickens. The actual shock made me scream “son of a bitch.” Then I added, “Geez, you couldn’t just give it to me straight. You had to throw in a side of rattlesnake bite for good measure.” Mac laughed so hard tears streamed down his cheeks.

But today is different. Mac closes his laptop slowly and straightens his white coat. The delay makes my heart kick hard then stutter. I press my hand to my chest.

Mac sighs. “You know how much I care about you, right?”

“You don’t have to sugar coat it. I’m not some kid,” I say, remembering all the tests he arranged: EKG, stress test, troponin levels, cardiac MRI, even an echocardiogram. 

He sighs again and a sliver of fear wedges between my ribs. My chest constricts, then my heart pounds, and he’s telling me to open my mouth and breathe deeply. I do what he says for a moment, then I’m annoyed at myself, at him, at the situation. “Tell me,” I demand. 

Mac looks me in the eye. “It’s not good.”

“How bad is it?”

“The tests are concerning. The good news is the blood count in your metabolic panel is normal.”

“Hurray, something in my favor.” He doesn’t smile at my little quip. 

“The bad news is the tests suggest evidence of cardiogenic shock. Your heart weakened at some point and it’s been fighting to supply your body with the proper blood flow.”

“Okay, I’ll eat better and cut my runs down to a mile.”

“Rigel.” 

The tone in his voice makes my eyes water. I shake my head. I’m not a crier. This time I don’t look at him. I can’t bear to see the pity. But when I open my mouth, nothing comes out and I have to cough. “As bad as the rattlesnake bite?”

“This looks like takotsubo, what people call broken heart syndrome. It’s a rare occurrence, especially in someone so young. I want to refer you to an electrophysiologist.”

Broken heart syndrome. Is that even real? “I’ve been coming to you my whole life. Why do I need someone else?”

“I’m a GP. I don’t have the experience that you need.”

I wrap my arms tighter, really squeeze my ribs, as if the constriction can protect me. “Then what happens?”

“He’ll decide if medication will solve the problem or if you need to get an ICD—an implantable cardioverter defibrillator.”

“A defibrillator. Jesus Christ.”

“Ah, so you’re religious now?” Mac tries to grin but his mouth ends up in a twisted grimace.

“And if I don’t go?”

“You’re at serious risk. If you don’t take care of yourself it could be . . . fatal. But that won’t happen to you. You’re young and strong and—”

“You’re wrong, you know.” I have a huge need for air. Fresh air.

“Sure. Of course.” But he just stands there. 

“The tests are wrong,” I snap. “You’re wrong. I’m not ready to . . .” My eyes are stinging now and I swipe at them with fury. “I’m going to my NASA internship next week. I’ve been getting ready for it all year. I’m going!”

“You know I—”

“Don’t!” And I stare at him with all my might. “Don’t say it. Don’t make me mad at you.”

He holds up his hands in the age-old “I’m sorry” gesture and I hang my head. Mac’s always been there for me, through all of my shots, the bout with tonsillitis, the nonstop itching with poison ivy. He’s never shouted, never lost his temper, never stopped looking for an answer. 

I glance at him and his shoulders are just about in his ears. This can’t be happening. 

“Sorry. I—” I want to apologize but I can’t. I need to leave. This instant. “Gotta go. I’ll call you.”

“Look, I’m referring you to a colleague in Florida. Dr. Sullivan. He’s been getting some pretty spectacular results with heart disease patients.”

I look into Mac’s eyes, into those depths that so want a different answer. I want a different answer.

“The human body is a miraculous thing,” he says. “I have faith in you.” He squeezes my shoulder and I try not to flinch. Then he leaves me alone.

With my thoughts.

With my fears.

With my failing heart.

Faith. Miracles. Those can’t help me now. I need something I can trust.


Chapter 2

T


here’s only one place to go after the disaster with Mac. The hills.

Just outside of town lies the Lolo National Forest, a blend of red cedars and conifers mixed with running trails and boulder outcroppings. I park the car in the first available slot and escape into the fresh air. After twenty feet I can feel my lungs breathe deeper, my chest rise and fall in the freedom I’ve come to relish here. And I pick up the pace.

Forget what Mac said. 

I’m not dressed for running. The jeans are tight, the sneakers don’t have the support of my running shoes, and I can already feel the heat on my back. 

Loose dirt sprays as my feet pound the trail. Sun shines through the leaves of the cottonwood, casting lacy patterns on the ground. I refuse to believe Mac’s words. He has to be wrong about my heart. I pause and quiet to feel the beat in my chest, the now steady thump-thump, the same beat that has given me life for these past seventeen years. Eighteen now.

Mac didn’t wish me happy birthday. We had other things on our minds, but what kind of doctor doesn’t remember your birthday? It’s right there on my chart. I kick at a rock in a surge of irritation.

The path curves and starts to climb. In the distance water glints and my whole body shudders. Blossom Lake. A favorite hangout for kids of all ages. Teens gather around the rope swing, propelling themselves into the water with shouts and cheers. I shield my eyes with my hand and hurry around the bend until the lake disappears. Someone needs to build a wall there, something tall and solid to shut out the view.

I continue the climb, weave back and forth on the trail for the better footholds, and watch out for sprawling tree roots. I scale a steep portion, using my hands to help me over a boulder, and my breathing tightens, my heart gallops. Maybe I have an infection. Some viral thing. People get those out of the blue and weird symptoms persist, then after a few weeks everything’s fine. That must be it. Because nothing’s stopping me now. I am not missing out on that internship.

I think about my first star lesson when I was five. Philip took me to the planetarium and we watched the show three times. I saw the Big Dipper, Little Dipper, and Cassiopeia. Philip pointed out Rigel in the Orion constellation. He said most people don’t pay any attention to the stars, they just see twinkles in the sky, but the stars were here before us. Long before any people. And if we look closely at our genetic makeup we can find traces of stardust. 

“I want to be up there,” I told Philip and pointed upward. “In the stars.” 

“That’s my Rigel,” he said as he laughed. My heart raced and my body flushed and I felt as starry as the lights on the ceiling. When we got home he bought me a telescope and started teaching me astronomy.

The last thirty feet of the trail rise sharp and steep. I push myself, despite the thumps of my heart, each one telling me I may be hurting myself, doing something stupid. But I have to go on. Up and up I climb, grabbing onto the slender trunks of the Ponderosa pines to move higher, higher, until I’m standing on top of the rise, panting, looking out on a vista of fir trees and rolling green. It’s so beautiful up here. Peaceful. Exactly what I need. I love the Montana wilderness. I’ve always felt at home in the mountains. The feel of tree bark under my hands, the scent of pine, and the crisp, clean air when I’m up high. When a hawk circles overhead I stretch out my arms to mimic its flight. I envy its freedom. I could have set my sights on being an airplane pilot. But why limit yourself to the Earth’s atmosphere when you can go beyond, into the unknown? That’s where the real exploration is. 

That’s why I need this internship. A taste of what’s ahead. I’ve been thinking about it and planning for it since that day in the planetarium.

Damn this shortness of breath. I lean over and rest my hands on my knees and my left arm twinges, tightens. 

I sit down, hard, knowing I’ve done too much, way too much, but how else could I allay that fear, that horrible fear of a useless body? How could a body that’s served me so well in the past one day decide to stop functioning properly? We’re systematic organisms, built in an organized, logical, rational manner. Things don’t just go haywire for no reason.

I close my eyes and my body sighs, as if to say I just need sleep. Sleep will cure anything and everything. Maybe I’ll just sleep for a hundred years and when I awaken all will be well.

I relax.

Breathe deeply.

My body sinks into the soft bed of pine needles.

I let out a sigh of surrender.

And then I remember. My birthday party.

I’m late. I’m so late.

I scramble down the hill and momentum speeds my feet too quickly. I’m sliding and whacking my palms against the trees in an effort to slow, then I trip over a mass of tree roots. My knees bang the ground, my jeans rip, my palms sting from hitting the gravely dirt, and I barely miss poking out my eye on a buckthorn bush. I’ve been out here for too long without water, food, hat, or sunscreen. Totally unprepared. My chest heaves with stupidity. What was I thinking?


Chapter 3

I


t’s late when I walk in the front door tired, bruised, and ready to fall into bed. Sleep, that’s all I want. What I get is a chorus of “Where were you?” Philip and Shelley rise from the couch and Jenna uncurls herself from her favorite plaid armchair. Worry lines pull at their faces and my heart thumps an irreverent told you so. 

Jenna points at the balcony where a huge banner stretches from wall to wall proclaiming “Happy 18th Birthday, Rigel!” 

“We were worried about you,” Shelley says with a theatrical sigh. “You didn’t call.” She overdoes emotions, but this time I can’t blame her. I didn’t call. I wallowed in my misery and it didn’t help.

I slump onto the other end of the couch arm. “I’m really sorry, Shelley. I had a bad day.” 

She and Philip share a look, then he turns to me. “I talked to Mac.”

“Great.” I throw up my hands. “You do know I’m an adult now. What happened to privacy?” I’m only half-kidding. I knew I had to tell them, but I wanted to think about it first, tease it out, apply the known parameters and run it through the standard deviations before I come to a conclusion.

“He’s worried about you, kiddo. We all are.”

No one’s smiling, laughing. There are no hints of teasing. With their pale faces and glistening eyes they all look like they’ve just attended a funeral. “Geez, people, lighten up. I’m not dead yet.”

Shelley bursts into tears. “This is no time for jokes.” She hurries into the kitchen.

Philip slides over to me and touches my shoulder, just a light pressure. He knows I don’t like heavy contact. “Go easy on her, okay? She cares about you.”

I think I see his eyes water. Then he goes after Shelley. 

What a mess. So much for a happy day. 

My best friend is awfully quiet through all of this. I stare at her and her lips quirk in a half-smile. “Well, aren’t you going to weigh in?” I ask. Knowing Jenna, she already has a plan and can’t wait to get started.

“We think you should go.”

We? She’s taking my parents’ side? “Go where?” 

“Florida. To the specialist.”

Determination and enthusiasm flit across her face. She’s always been my cheerleader, pushing me to pursue astronautics, helping me write the application for the internship, celebrating with me when I got accepted. She’s there for me, believing in me, seeing more in me than I do in myself. But her wires are tangled now. 

I sit up and cross my arms. “What makes you think he can help?”

“Dr. McAndrews thinks he can,” Jenna says. “Don’t you even want to try?”

She used that on me in art class last year when we had to do a self-portrait. I only took the class because I needed an elective and it was better than group guitar or Improv. But I gagged when the teacher announced that particular punishment. I have no drawing skills and she wanted it in oil or acrylic. Two mediums I’d never encountered. And she gave us just a day. “This is a quick study,” she said. “Start from a photograph. You can choose any time in your life. But I want to see you in the picture.” Most of the class whipped out their cell phones and snapped photos and got to work. Even Jenna. I stared at the canvas the whole time and memorized all the cross hatches in the material. On the way home from school Jenna talked about how excited she was to paint herself, to show the world how she sees herself, not just what the mirror reflects. I hmmphed and kept my mouth shut. We got to my house, I said goodbye, and Jenna grabbed my arm. She gave me a long, searching look and said, “Don’t you even want to try?” Then she turned around and left me standing there. 

That night I went to the hobby store, bought a canvas and paints, and locked myself in my room. Didn’t even say goodnight to my parents. When I finished, around 3 a.m., I turned the canvas to the wall and fell into bed.

The following day I brought it to class. When Jenna saw it she grinned and grinned. I finally had to slap her arm to make her stop. But I was proud of myself for pushing my boundaries.

I know that’s what she wants me to do now, but my brain whirs with all kinds of reasons why not to go to Florida.

“C’mon, Rigel,” Jenna says.

I sit there in silence.

“Are you scared?” she asks.

I stare at her as her words sink in a little too close to home. “What’s there to be scared about?” I say with false bravado.

“Not going to your internship. Not being able to run in the hills the way you love. Dying.”

The last word looms as large as the Apollo rocket.

“Just so you know,” she says, “I would give my heart to you.”

I glare at her. A serious ice-shattering glare. “Don’t you dare say that!”

Jenna raises her hands in mock surrender but her eyes shine with a caring that threatens to undo me.

My chest heaves. “First of all, nobody’s dying. And second, if—and that’s a behemoth ‘if’—should I ever in a million years need a heart transplant, I’m not taking yours. I couldn’t live knowing you . . .” I shake my head at that overwhelming possibility. “I just couldn’t.” I fiddle with the rip in my jeans.

She taps a steady rhythm on the armrest for the longest time. I’m going to seriously shred my jeans if she doesn’t stop. Then she blows out a loud exhale. “Okay,” she says at last and stands with her hands on her hips. “But I’m coming with you. And that’s final.”
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We make it through dinner. I changed into clean clothes and bandaged my cuts. But I feel bad for Shelley who spent a lot of hours on the rack of lamb and fingerling potatoes with garlicky spinach. I’m sure tomorrow I’ll enjoy it. And I do my best to lighten up and laugh at Philip’s lame birthday jokes. They’re still bad but richer this year due to me being eighteen. At last the double chocolate cake arrives complete with candles and I manage to blow them out in one take. My heart seems to be fine now. Thanks for the earlier scare, I tell it. We’ll talk later. Then I dig into the presents. Shelley has this way of peeling back the tape one micrometer at a time so she doesn’t tear the paper. It’s so pristine you can use it again. I’m into ripping, the messier the better. Philip beams when I unearth The Principles of Astronomy by John Herschel. I run my hand over the frayed edges of the clothbound book with reverence. It’s so old I’m almost afraid to touch it. 

“Look inside,” Philip says as if he can’t wait.

I gently open the cover and there it is, in old-fashioned script. Sir John Herschel with the author’s compts. I breathe in the majesty of this gift. “Where did you find it?”

Philip’s cheeks are pink with pride. “Oh, you know that place in Canada that sells rare books. Bob sent me a note about a couple things he thought I might find interesting.”

“Thanks, Philip. You know me too well.” I beam back at him. 

“Anything for you, kid,” he whispers. 

Shelley hands me an envelope. I open the cutesy card and fish out the Amazon gift card. When I was a kid she bought me games and books and little girl clothes. But when I graduated to teenager she used the excuse of not knowing what to get. And if our roles were reversed I’d have trouble too. What do you get a socially backward geeky Einstein? “This is perfect, Shelley. I know exactly what I want.” 

She smiles. All is good.

Last, but not least, Jenna. My eyes light up at the card covered in planets and stars and constellations. She always finds amazingly wonderful things that speak to me. How she does it I don’t know, but I love that she does. I mouth Thank you at her and she mouths back You’re welcome. Then she pushes a tiny box toward me. I lift the lid and gape at a set of tiny gorgeous earrings. 

Jenna the fashion goddess also plays with jewelry. That’s her word. I think she could be the next Yoki Creations, if she wanted to, but I’m not sure she has the attention span for something full-time. After all, we’re just kids. Scratch that. Two newly formed adults. But the earrings are so Jenna. They’re fire opals, smoky blue with streaks of the aurora borealis inside. One is a right-side-up triangle with three vertical copper circles and thin copper wires that cross on top. The other is simply reversed. All that in less than an inch. Simple, delicate, dignified. Exactly what makes her art different and wonderful. She doesn’t go over the top, doesn’t try to show off with too much bling. She’s restrained. And she knows I don’t wear much jewelry, so this is just right. But the shape is off. “Triangles, huh? I thought you liked curves and girly stuff.”

“The circles are curvy. But you’re into math, you dork. I did it for you.”

“Oh. Well, that’s—”

“Just shut up.” She takes a deep breath. “I wanted to do something different and I know how much you love geometry, so I started reading and saw this cool configuration. Shoot! Now I can’t remember the name. Meta-something.” She huffs. “Anyway, I wanted to make you something that reminds you of what you love.”

My gaze returns to the earrings, these two triangle pieces, and the realization of what she’s created slams into me. “You made a Star Tetrahedron.” The energy signature of stars and planets.

She shrugs. “Kind of.” 

I look at her, the girl who hates math with a passion, and my heart swells and overflows. I’m beaming, filled with a bright light that I’m sure is shooting out my eyes and skin. “This is brilliant!”

Jenna blushes a deep pink that matches the stitching on her dress. “I try.”

“No try, do,” I say in my best Yoda imitation and we both crack up.

Shelley scoots the box to her. “These are lovely,” she says to Jenna. “You really should consider selling your jewelry.”

Jenna glows. “Thanks, Mrs. Montgomery. Maybe someday.”

“Yeah,” I echo. “You should.” I give her a high five. Then I put them on, the best way to say thanks. 

“They look good,” Jenna says. “Especially with your hair.” She hands me her pocket mirror, something every fashion queen can’t be without.

She’s right. I push my red curls away from my shoulders. The opals set off my hair, or maybe it’s the other way around. 

This morning sucked the big one, but tonight hasn’t been half bad. 

I thank everyone again. Philip pulls me aside. “Are you doing okay?” Concern shows in the deep lines on his forehead.

I nod. “I’m okay, Philip.” 

Jenna grabs her backpack and touches my arm. “Happy birthday! The earrings look great on you.”

I finger my ear lobe. “Yeah, they do.”

She sighs and gives me a half-grimace. “Look . . .”

I know that look and interrupt before she can finish. “I know. You want to come with me. But your competition’s next week and you need to get ready.”

“Show, shmo. You’re more important.”

“Jenna, I’m not letting you throw away your chance at stardom. What about all the outfits you’ve been practicing on?”

She laughs. “Get real. Besides I haven’t heard anything yet, so I probably—”

“You’re probably going to win this. And then you’ll go to New York and wow all the designers out there with your fabulous clothes.” I touch my ear. “And jewelry.”

She stares at me and her eyes tear up. “You need me.”

“I need you to do your best.”

I push her towards the door and practically shove her out.

She takes one more look at me. “We’ll figure this out.” 

I nod, then she’s out the door. I love that she wants to help, but I can’t let her sacrifice all her hard work. 
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In winter the Montana sky is so vivid, so sharp, as if I’m looking into space through the lens of the Keck telescope in Hawaii. Philip explained to me that the stars seem brighter because we’re facing the center of the Milky Way. Tonight we have the opposite view, not into the galaxy but across billions of stars whose combined light makes everything hazy. Even my namesake is in hiding, which is a clear indication that my parents must have been non compos mentis when they named me. Calling a baby born in June after a star you can’t even see? Come on.

The sliding door whooshes open and shut and I feel Philip’s hand on my shoulder. Other dads would hug their daughters, and sometimes a part of me yearns for that closeness. But after all these years it’s silly to fight against who I am. 

“See anything good?” he asks, stepping by my side. A rhetorical question given the air quality and the fact that we packed up the telescope a few months ago.

“Cygnus winked at me before he dove to earth.” I grin and look at him.

“Turning into a swan to save a friend is a pretty big deal. Not everyone realizes what matters, but he did. So did Jenna.”

“What are you talking about?”

“She gave up her prize in the fashion contest to go with you.”

“She what? She told me they haven’t announced the winners.”

Philip gazes at the sky, his profile a dim shadow. “I spoke to Mrs. Wu. It’s already done. And the Wus are thrilled to have Jenna stay home this year.”

“But she can’t give up on her dreams.”

He turns to me. “She’s helping a friend. You’d do the same.”

The thought of giving up my internship sends a painful electric rush through my body. It’s much more likely I’d do everything I could to make darn sure the situation never came up.

Philip raps on my sternum. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

I jerk back. “What are you doing?”

“Searching for your heart,” he says. “I know it’s in there somewhere.”

“Very funny.” I cross my arms over my chest, protecting it from Philip’s peculiar humor.

“Rigel.” He pulls me close and wraps his arms around me. “I know, I know. You hate this but I’m your dad. I get a free pass now and then.” He lets me go. “I wasn’t trying to be funny. Just realistic. I know I haven’t been . . . Your mom . . .” He turns away and takes a deep breath. “You know how much we love you.”

“Oh, not the whole ‘I’d do anything for you’ speech. This is just a little glitch. The Florida guy will fix it in no time.”

He stares at me and his love makes his eyes shine in the dark.

“Philip.”

“Honey—”

“Don’t.” Geez. When he says honey my insides want to melt into that very thing. Not exactly rational behavior.

He’s still staring. “We just want whatever’s best.”

“Well,” I say with my best no-nonsense tone, “apparently that’s why I’m flying 2,700 miles to Florida. To get whatever’s best.”

Philip taps my chest. “To find out how to fix your heart.”

The truth brings me back to Earth, back to the hard unyielding ground, far away from my dreams and fantasies.

“It’s okay to be scared,” he says. “Anybody else would be. But I wouldn’t dream of telling you to what to do. You’re an adult now.” A faint smile. “Old enough to take responsibility for your own actions. I just want you to make the right choices.” His gaze turns to the night sky one more time, then he sighs. “You know, I spent a fortune on plane tickets.”

“I was supposed to buy them.”

“Well, I did.”

“But your vacation. You and Shelley—”

“No buts. You’re much more important than vacation. I let your mother go without a fuss and I’m not doing that with you.”

I don’t remember the last time we talked about her, that phantom person I never knew. And he’s mentioned her twice. I see the effort Philip makes in the strain of his neck, the brace of his shoulders. But I don’t have a snappy comeback. 

He kisses my cheek. “Just get well, kiddo.” Then he goes inside.

I wish I could lose myself in the biting cold. Bury my thoughts and those feelings I always profess not to have inside a furry parka and just stand here until everything makes sense. But the warm night air tickles me with its tender breath, as if to say Open up. Let me in. Feel who you are.

Emotions. What good are they? The heart just gets in the way. There are shattered relationships everywhere you turn. People spewing out their guts on social media. And that’s helpful? 

Good decisions come from the brain. 

I’ve decided. I’ll go to Florida, get my heart fixed, and then look out NASA. That’s where I’m meant to be.


MAGGIE

Chapter 1

 

Carmel-by-the-Sea, California, 2007

“T


hey all look the same,” I growl at the three seascapes standing before me. I wanted to capture the power of a storm at sea with waves crashing on the rocks, a peaceful day with the gentle lapping of foam on the shore, the fascination of living creatures in a tide pool. All the magic that the ocean is to me. But their “life” has faded to blah. An amateurish presentation at best. 

I have to choose something to present to the gallery. Today. I’ve waited long enough. You don’t start a career with procrastination, I remind myself. I gaze at them again, hoping for a flash of inspiration, something to pop out at me and say “pick me.” But they lean against the wall in lazy languor as if they have all the time in the world.

“You’re not helping,” I say with a glare and doubt kicks in. This is Carmel. The artist’s capital of northern California. The place where everyone comes to be seen, to compete, to capture the golden prize and be illuminated and illuminating. I think of the long line of noteworthy painters who have made these shores their home, who have captured the sea with their illustrious talent and made each viewer feel a piece of their hearts. 

Instead, I whisper, “I can’t do that.” Defeated. 

I stare out the green glass windows at the rolling waves beyond. When I arrived in Carmel, on a whim and a dream, I perused the ads in the local paper and the rental prices literally stole my breath. All of my savings would pay for one month’s rent but there was nothing for a down payment or security or food or supplies. I remember standing outside a realtor’s window, staring at the beautiful photos while my heart swelled with longing. I’ve always painted better at the beach. I need the sand between my toes, the roar of the water, the tangy smell of the salt air. Almost anywhere along the Northern California coast would do, but Carmel was the jewel in the artist’s crown. The one place I dared to dream of. A place I would obviously have to let go.

“Are you alright?” a kind voice asked. A light-haired woman in a flowing white dress stood beside me. “Here,” she said and held out a tissue. 

Who was she? Why would she hand me a tissue?

She smiled. “I don’t usually intrude, but you were crying, and my heart hurts when people cry. So I took a chance.” She placed a soft hand on my arm.

I dabbed at my eyes, surprised to find them wet.

“I’m Clarice,” she said. “Are you looking for a house?”

I nodded. “But I can’t afford these.” I shook my head. “I don’t think I can afford anything.” Clarice studied me with bright green eyes, eyes that reminded me of my daughter’s. And I gasped with shock. “Rigel. My daughter. She’s in the car.”

“Bring her in. I think I have the perfect place for you.”

That was three months ago. A pair of gulls screech outside and I clear my head. Serendipity, through Clarice, gave me this house-sitting opportunity. Six months of free rent and luxurious living right on the water. I couldn’t have asked for a better environment. But I’ve already used up half of my time with nothing to show for it. 

Pick one, I command my mind, but the pictures simply stare back at me. Strong. Silent. Unhelpful. Irritation fires through my veins.

“Alright, be that way. I’ll take you all.” I gather them together and put them in my carrying bag. “Rigel,” I call. “Where are you, honey?” I cross the living room into the den where she usually plays and the space is empty. My heart quickens and I tamp down the fear. She wouldn’t leave without telling me. I continue down the hall to her bedroom and stop short at the tented blankets. She’s pulled all the covers and sheets off her bed. “Rigel, what are you doing?” I get down on my knees and lift up an edge.

“Mommy, don’t. You’re letting in the light.”

I drop the blanket. “Sorry.” I scoot closer and sit on the floor. “So what’s under there?”

Something pointed pokes the top of the tent. A ruler? “This is Cassiopeia, and over here,” she pokes again, “is Cepheus.”

I wanted to create a night sky with stars on the ceiling for my little astronomer, but I don’t have the money or the right to change anything in the house. So we have to make do with imagination.

“And over here,” Rigel says, “is Ursa Major.”

“I see.”

“You can’t see out there. Do you want to come in?”

My ever-practical daughter. I chuckle and say, “I’d love to,” and cautiously lift the blanket. I do my best to squeeze my body into the tiny space of my four-year-old and lean up against her. “Show me what you were telling me.”

She points out the different imaginary stars in the night sky with a ruler (I was right) and explains how what we see is the light (that’s died) because they’re millions of miles away. I take in a deep breath as she talks and hold this huge love for my smart, smart girl in my chest, letting it out a whisper at a time. I could spend infinity in here with her, except that it’s quite stuffy, I’m getting hot, and I need to get to the gallery.

“Sweetie, would you like to go on an art adventure?”

“Now?”

I kiss her baby soft cheek. “Yes, right now.”

I watch the cherubic face still, her mouth purse. She shakes her bright red curls left then right then left again as if this is the most important decision she’ll ever make. Then she turns to me and says, in all seriousness, “Yes. Let’s go now.”

I give this precious child of mine a big hug, then I tickle her ribs and she squeals and laughs and her milky white teeth flash, and all is right with the world. This is what’s important. My art is wonderful and I love it. But my daughter. I love her more than anything. 
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My favorite unlimited free parking area is packed by the time I arrive, so I venture several streets over and park at the Carmel Resort Inn, pretending to be a guest. Not my first choice, but the mobs of tourists make it difficult for the residents. With a backpack full of snacks and water and toys, and the paintings in my carryall, Rigel and I make our way to our first stop, Carmel Gallery of Fine Art. I think of my art heroines, Georgia O’Keefe and Helen Frankenthaler, who weren’t afraid to explore their unique perspectives. Their bold lines and fluidity, the choice of vibrant color. Watercolor is much softer, more ethereal. More like a whisper than a brash flood. Have I been bold enough? Strong enough? 

I stand in front of the gallery now with Rigel pulling on my hand. She’s peering through the window at the soft colors of a woman in a blue dress beneath a pale green parasol. Then she drops my hand, tugs on the door, and slips inside. I gather myself, my thoughts, my nerves, and follow.

The space is cool and clean. Each painting hangs on the wall with plenty of light and space around it. There is no crowding, no sharing. The works are separate, defined, with muted color and feeling. My head reels as I take in the hefty price tags. Rigel walks quickly through the main room then disappears around a corner. A man in a charcoal gray suit comes forward and my feet stick to the floor.

“Good day,” he says with a polite smile. “How may I help you?”

If only I could say I need some art for my home and money is no object. How wonderful that would feel. My mouth opens, I clear my throat, swallow, clear my throat again. I note the nametag next to the painting in front of me and think about the artist who brought that in. He had to ask for representation. Exactly what I’m doing, if I can get the words out. Be brave, Maggie! “I have some paintings. Will you look at them?” 

“My dear . . .” he begins but I zip open my bag and pull out the first painting and practically thrust it into his arms. The one with the crashing waves. “I’m house-sitting and the coastline is so beautiful. I paint in the mornings when the sun’s just come up, with the natural light. And the quiet. It’s so wonderfully quiet. Hardly a soul around. Just the sun and the ocean and all of nature. You can really think then.”

God, I’m rambling. I never ramble. 

His face reminds me of the Mona Lisa, still, silent, with a hint of smile and unexpected softness that reaches his warm eyes. He doesn’t move, just waits. I’m not sure what else to do, to say, and I end on a soft, dismal note. “This was my first storm here. The first time I felt the power of the water on the rocks.” I stop talking and the silence encases me like a shroud. My hands shake and the painting trembles.

He presses my hand, squeezes gently. “I wish I could help you. The painting is lovely. I’m afraid we only represent established artists. The owner works with an elite clientele.”

I nod and feel my eyes water. 

“Have you tried Williams Kingslay?” he asks. “They work with newer artists.”

I nod again and manage to mumble, “Thank you,” and stuff my canvas back in my bag. “Rigel,” I call and my daughter flits to my side, her bright hair a beacon of light to the gloom I feel. “Let’s go,” I whisper and turn to the door.

“Good luck,” the gentleman calls out.

The door closes softly behind us and I take a deep breath. My heart races with disappointment, relief, dismay, the absurdity of it all. I’m a grown woman of thirty-four with almost fifteen years of experience. I’ve sold my work before. In local shows and fairs around Montana. People there loved the colors, the flow of the paint that seemed to carry you into the distance, off to an unexplored land, a place that promised relaxation or an escape from the burdens of today. Back then I painted deep woods and stately mountains, the wildflowers near the lake. And, of course, the deep blues and greens of the lake water. But I wanted more. I’d always dreamed of the California coast, the wild power of the unending ocean. And the house near the beach was more than I could have imagined. 

“Mommy.” Rigel tugs on my hand. “I’m thirsty.”

I set down my carryall and dig in my backpack for a juice pack. “Mommy’s an idiot.”

“No you’re not.” Rigel looks at me in earnestness. “The IQ test said you’re very advanced.”

“You’re right, you little imp.” I tousle her hair.

“What’s an imp?” she asks.

I heft the bag of paintings. “A troublemaker.”

She nods and holds my hand.

We find a bench down the block and settle for a few minutes. The sun warms my face and hands and I close my eyes for a few seconds to relax and breathe. One down, so many more to go. I can do this. I will do this. I have to do this. 

“Mommy, what were the little cards by the paintings?” Rigel asks.

“You mean the nametags?”

“They had numbers on them.”

“Oh, the price. That’s how much the painting sells for.”

“Is 2-5-0-0 a lot?”

“Yes, $2500 is a lot.”

“Twenty-five hundred. That’s twenty-five times a hundred.”

I smile. “That’s right.”

“What can you do with that much?”

“Hmm. Well, we could go to a fancy restaurant and buy a hundred lunches. Or we could go to the movies a hundred times. Or buy all those toys in that catalog you love. Or . . .” I think of what my daughter loves more than anything and say, “We could get a telescope to study the stars.”

Rigel claps her hands. “So we can see Orion and Vega and all the stars beyond.” She nods. “Let’s go now.”

“I have to sell a painting first, sweetie.” 

We pass several galleries, including Williams Kingslay, that I deem too chic, too gaudy, too highbrow. Then I try my luck at a quiet shop with landscapes in the front window. The door opens with a quiet whoosh and closes just as quietly behind us. Rigel scampers along and almost bumps into a middle-aged woman who stops her with a hand to her head. “Good day,” she says in a measured tone.

Rigel squirms out from under the hand. I take a deep breath and approach with a wide smile. “Hi, I’m Maggie Fisher.”

“Yes?” the woman says. 

Before I can overthink this, I say, “I’m a watercolor artist. Would you—”

Her expression turns as frosted as her zirconia earrings. “Leave your book, dear. Someone will get back to you.” She walks away.

Rigel pulls me out the door while my brain spins. My book. My book. Of course. People don’t drag paintings around. Welcome to the 21st century. They have a portfolio. A digital one. God. I want to smack my forehead but too many people are strolling by.

“She’s mean,” my daughter says.

“I agree.”

“She isn’t the right one.”

The bag digs into my shoulder and I lament my shortsightedness and naiveté. I could use a digital portfolio right now. So much easier than lugging these paintings. 

Rigel skips down the street, her arms akimbo and her hair flapping. 

“Slow down!” I call but she keeps on going. As long as I can see her I won’t worry. I stop for just a moment for a fortifying breath of determination. Onward.

Half a block down Rigel grabs a door handle with her little hands and pulls hard and then she’s inside. “Honey,” I yell. “Rigel!” Now I’m worried. But she can’t hear me. I run with my bag slapping canvases against my side, my heart pounding, until I reach the shop. The window displays a few paintings amid a mixture of jewelry, hats, sunglasses, and beach charms. All artistically decorated with copper wire, hearts, polka dots, brocade ribbon. I’m charmed by the whimsy but I need to find my daughter. 

The shop is cool yet light, a haven away from the outside heat. Rigel sits on the floor with a woman with soft brown hair who talks to her in a low voice. As I approach I see a matted print of a star system that glows with muted white, traces of brown, fiery red, and soft blue. The woman says, “Do you know what this is?”

Rigel nods. “The Whirlpool Galaxy. My daddy showed it to me at the planetarium.”

“You’re right. Do you know why they call it a whirlpool?”

Rigel shakes her head and the women presses her finger in the center of the galaxy then traces the lighted pathway. “The whirlpool is a spiral. If you start in the middle you can see how the different paths curve around but they keep the same shape. We see spirals in other ways in nature. Snail shells, pinecones, even the middle of a daisy.”

“I know what those are.”

The woman looks up at me and gives me a sweet smile and my heart relaxes. No Queen Frigid like the last lady. This woman reminds me of Glenda from the Wizard of Oz. Then she turns back to Rigel. “All of those things, including this galaxy, have a special mathematical quality. If you count the number of spirals you’ll always get a number that’s part of a special pattern called the Fibonacci sequence.” She points to the photo of the galaxy. “How many curves are there in the galaxy?”
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