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August 2007
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I WANT TO CAPTURE TIME and hold it still to keep Dad here with me. Tomorrow he leaves with his Army Reserve Unit for the front lines in Afghanistan and all the horrors that go with war. He will be in the thick of danger for a year. If I were a character in a fantasy, I’d have power over this moment. But this is real life, and real change happens tomorrow. My camera and my pictures are all I have to keep Dad here with me. 

He stares out across the breaking waves and at the clouds darkening the western horizon. I snap a dozen shots of him standing in his red jacket between the two kayaks we spent a year building. He taught me how. Today is their maiden voyage.

A gust of wind grabs my hair and whips it across the camera’s lens, blocking him from view, but only for a few seconds. I trudge down the beach to join him, the salty air playing through my lungs. Above me, terns ride the breeze, their high-pitched calls breaking through the roar of the surf. I wish this morning could last forever.

In a moment, I’m beside Dad. “Do we have time?” I ask.

“If we leave now and move fast.” He stoops and runs his hand over the bow of his kayak.  

Mom appears beside us all crisp and regulation in her army uniform. Her leave is over. She flies out of Portland this evening for Kuwait. Our little dog Trinity is with her. Trinity of the deep chocolate fur, rescued by Dad on the roadside two years ago; Trinity of the dark amber eyes and the curly haired ears. Trinity with the happiest tail I’ve ever met. She sniffs the sand around our feet, her curly chocolate fur swirling in the wind.

Mom slips her arm through Dad’s and shakes her head. “Martin, don’t you think it’s too wild out there for Merci? Those waves are fierce, and the way they’re pounding over the rocks makes it too dangerous.”  

“Mom, I’ll be fine. It’s our last chance.” I know she worries, but she’s such a hovering parent when she’s home, it makes it hard to keep the irritation out of my voice. In the Army, she’s known as Major McCain. To me, she’s Major Pain.

“Don’t worry, Kate,” Dad says, putting his arm around her. “We built our new kayaks exactly for this kind of weather. Besides, Merci has paddled this shoreline so often she knows the hazards out there like the back of her hand.”

Mom frowns at the building storm and squeezes my hand. “I know getting your kayak out on the water is important to you, Merci. Just be careful.” She turns and heads back to our beach condo with Trinity at her heels. The breeze picks up, but not a single strand of hair escapes her knotted bun. 

Dad watches her, his eyes sad. “Your mom’s a fine woman. I just wish her job didn’t take her away from home so much.” 

For the last six years, Mom has been gone a lot, thankfully never to the front lines like Dad will be. “I know you miss her, Dad, so do I. But she treats me like I’m ten going on two. I’ll be sixteen in a few days. It’s about time she figured that out.”

“She worries about you.”

“Then we’d better get going so I can get back before she gets all pissy.” 

We put on our life jackets and bring the kayaks to the tide line. I snap a few more photos of the morning sun reflecting off their wooden decks; decks Dad and I crafted, curves we created; mine the Gypssea, his the Odyssea. Tomorrow Dad will take me, Trinity, and the kayaks to Gram’s in North Seattle, where I’ll live until he comes back from Afghanistan. 

“They’re beauties,” Dad says, eyeing the kayaks.  

“True,” I laugh. “But look what beauty did to my hands.” I hold them up. My nails are torn and broken. Calluses dot my palms. And there’s a blood blister on the pad of my thumb.  

Dad holds my hands, gives them an inspection, and laughs. “They look beautiful to me. And you should be proud of them. They prove what a ‘Stick-to-it Queen’ you are.”  

I grin, snatch my hands away, and punch his shoulder. “You’re so full of it.” 

We push the kayaks into the ocean and begin our maiden voyage. It will be our last trip for a year. I swallow the lump in my throat.  

The kayaks easily navigate the roller coaster waves until we reach an outcropping of rocks where fabulous tide pools pocket the shore. I find a sandy spot to beach my kayak, climb out, and shiver my way across the rocks, taking pictures of the tide pool creatures, of the morning sun creating a rainbow across the brewing storm, and of Dad who is still in his kayak maneuvering through the rocky sanctuary. Pictures to capture each moment, pictures to hold time still.

Dad finds a place to beach his kayak and begins his own exploration. “Merci,” he calls. “Come, take some pictures. These anemones have unusual colors.”

I jump from rock to rock, barnacles crunching beneath my feet. Like he said, the anemones are amazing in brilliant purples, luminescent greens, and deep oranges. After a few shots, a cloud darkens the pool. As I move to find better light, a wave whacks me from behind. Reaching for a rock to steady myself, I lose my grip on the camera. It slips from my hand and plunges into the pool. I watch in horror as it zigzags to the bottom, air bubbles escaping to the surface. It settles on the huge, puckered mouth of an anemone. Tentacles begin to fold over it. I rescue it just before it disappears.

“My pictures!” I shriek, shaking the water off my camera. I pat it against my jacket and rub it on the sleeve. Isn’t it enough to lose Dad to the army and to Afghanistan? Do I have to lose the pictures that hold my memories of him, too? They’re my time capsule and an album of projects for painting and drawing in my art class at school. Please, please let the memory card be safe. I push the eject button. It’s already stuck.

Dad climbs off a rock and sloshes through the water to reach me. “Quick, eject the memory card.” 

“I’m trying. It won’t come out,” I say, pressing eject over and over. The camera refuses to release my card. I take a deep breath. “I’ve heard that if you put a drowned phone in a bag of rice, you can rescue it. Does that work with a camera?”

“Maybe, but there’s more to it than that.” He takes my Nikon and removes the batteries and the lens. “Let’s get back to the condo and dip it in fresh water. If we remove all traces of salt and seal it in a bag of rice for a week, you might save it.” 

“What about the memory card?”  

“The cards are usually resistant to water. Hopefully, it comes out when the camera dries, and you get your pictures.”

An angry lump burns in my throat. The ruined camera doesn’t bother me, but I have to have the photos.

Dad squeezes my arm, saying, “We’d better go. If there’s any chance at all, we have to get back right away.”

By now, the sun is gone. The wind and the waves grow wilder. Rain pours, soaking the few dry spots I have left. Dad pulls off his red jacket and insists I put it on. 

As we struggle through the rising surf, I think about Dad leaving his teaching job at Seattle Tech to face the dangers in Afghanistan, about the changes ahead for me, and about the memory card stuck in my camera. My mood darkens with the sky.

Back at the condo, as Dad stashes our kayaks under the deck, I race up the stairs into the kitchen, dripping water and with my camera cradled in my arms.

“You’re just in time for breakf.... What in the world happened to you?” Major Pain stands in the kitchen doorway.

“It’s no big deal, Mom.” I say, grabbing a saucepan. As it fills with water, Trinity dances at my feet begging for an ear rub. I oblige, but only for a second.  

“You’re soaking wet and shivering. Put on some dry clothes before hypothermia sets in.” She has that frigging ‘Army’ tone in her voice.  

“Not now, Mom. I gotta get the saltwater out of my camera.” I submerge my camera in the water, hold it there for five seconds as Dad recommended, and quickly dry every crevice and cranny. Now, for the rice. I look, shoving aside boxes of cereal, jars of pasta sauce, and a bag of Cheetos.

“What are you doing?” 

“I need rice. Do we have any?

“Rice? Can’t it wait until you warm up?”  

“Mom, my camera fell into a flippin’ tide pool. If I’m going to save my pictures, I have to do this now.” I switch to the next cupboard.

She thrusts a towel at me. “At least dry yourself off.”

“As soon as I take care of my camera.”

Mom sighs, opens a drawer and pulls out a bag of rice.

“Here,” she says, frustration in her voice. 

Hoping I’m not screwed, hoping the last two hours are not lost to the sea, I bury my camera in the rice. Mom starts toweling my hair. I shrug her away and snatch the towel.  

“Mom, I can do that myself.”  

“I know. You look so cold.”  

Dad walks in shivering, his shirt clinging to his skin. Mom grabs another towel and fusses over him. He doesn’t seem to mind at all. 

In dry clothes, we make Mom happy, sit down, and linger over breakfast. 

Later, as she packs, Dad and I clean up. Over the years, we’ve developed a well-orchestrated routine. Dad is the one who’s always been there for me, who knows me like a book. He taught me to ride my bike, to paddle a kayak, and this last year to build my own. We’ve explored almost every beach up and down the Oregon Coast. When his Army Reserve tour of duty is over, and he’s back teaching at Seattle Tech, we plan to kayak the coastline of the Puget Sound.

Mom stands with her suitcase by the door, putting on her raincoat. As always, her eyes fill with tears when it’s time for her to leave. She takes my hand and says, “Lot of adjustments ahead for you, Merci. Sometimes it’s hard for me to realize you’re growing up, but I’m trying. You have a smart head on your shoulders, so I know there won’t be anything you can’t handle.”

Mom wipes away the tear rolling down her cheek, and we hug. With tears pooling in my own eyes, I leave her and Dad alone to say their own goodbyes.  

When she is gone, Dad and I take a bucket of fresh water and towels down under the deck to clean our kayaks. After we rinse away the salt and seaweed, we polish them until they shine and load them on top of our Subaru, ready for tomorrow when Trinity and I move in with Gram McCain in North Seattle. 

Though we can’t take them out again, Dad and I have never been ones to be chased away by a storm. So late in the afternoon, we head back to walk the beach. The weather is so rough, we leave Trinity at the condo. Wind rips through the dark clouds, boiling them across the sky. Waves crash against the offshore rocks, sending the ocean thundering over the craggy peaks. We trudge with our backs to the blowing sand to an enormous pile of driftwood logs and find a safe place to huddle, a hollow rich with the tangy smell of salt and seaweed. Sheltered from the wind and rain, we watch the beauty of the storm. Finally, the rain lets up, but the wind keeps up its fury.

Dad gets up and stretches, staring out across the pounding surf. “You know, Merci, other than you, the thing I’m going to miss most is the ocean. Afghanistan is a land of rocks, sand, and very little water. I need one last walk. You want to come?”

“Nah, I think I’ll stay here out of the wind.”  

But that’s an excuse. The real reason? A mass of worries about all the things that could happen to him in Afghanistan have me close to tears. I don’t want him to know. Despite Dad’s reassurance, it seems he’ll be in the thick of danger. And it scares me to death. 

He heads into the wind, his red jacket standing out in a mass of gray. The wind rages around him. Watching him, my fears begin to ebb. He walks tall and fearless, like he’s unconquerable, strong enough to brave any storm — a perfect picture. With my camera hopefully recovering in a bag of rice, I do the only thing I can. I study the details until he disappears around the bend, and then I lock the picture of him away in my memory.  

He’s gone a long time. By the time he comes back, the wind has blown the storm away. The setting sun breaks through the clouds and paints the sky and the ocean orange and crimson. 

Back at the condo, we stand with Trinity on the deck and watch the stars come out one by one and stretch across the sky. A cupped moon floats above the rocky cliffs, and Venus winks nearby. Scary thoughts return. I battle them to the back of my mind. “Dad,” my voice cracks. “It’s gonna be weird with you so far away.” 

He squeezes my hand. “There’s our connection, Merci,” he says, sweeping his hand across the heavens. “No matter how far away I am, each night we share the same moon and the same stars.”  
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Chapter Two
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February 2008

I sit at my easel, paintbrush in hand, and stare out the window at the tiny snowflakes fluttering through the bare tree branches. Usually, I love Mr. Ellis’s advanced art class, but these last two weeks have been pure torture. He assigned us to capture a special memory in watercolor. I thought, ‘piece of cake’. Even though the memory is now seven months old, I have the picture of Dad perfectly stored in my mind. Every detail is clear, vivid, in full color, as if I were still there. But the painting is coming out all wrong, and the flaws are driving me crazy. 

I study my latest version. Wind-whipped clouds race across the sky. Waves pummel the rocks. Far down the beach, Dad in his red jacket faces the storm. But he doesn’t look brave. It’s like the storm is about to swallow him up. Maybe it would help if I made his jacket a bolder red. I wash in a touch of cadmium. But changing hues from dark to bright is impossible in watercolor.  

His jacket is now a blob. The rocks look like dough, and the waves are stiff and smudgy.

No way I can enter this mess in the juried art show this summer. I don’t even want to turn it in for a grade. As I twirl a strand of my hair, I tip back my chair and study the painting. I was positive I could paint the perfect picture of that day from memory. Doubt invades my thoughts. I’m desperate to get the pictures from my memory card, but my camera has refused to give them up.

Everyone around me is focused on their own projects. The clink of brushes swishing through water jars filters through the room. I hear a quivering breath beside me. It’s Freida. Quiet Freida. Freida with the old-fashioned hippie wardrobe and the crystal heart she always wears around her neck. A single tear leaks down her scowling face. She flicks it away with her finger, then adds a touch of indigo to the rocks in her waterfall. Her painting is so vibrant and full of movement it takes my breath away. It has to come from a beautiful memory. How could it possibly upset her?  

I’d ask her what’s wrong, but she’s a very private person and won’t answer. Still, I want to cheer her up. I look at my ruined painting and decide it has a job to do. The bare spot in the upper corner is the perfect place for a bright yellow sun. I swirl in a blob of New Gamboge, blow on it until it dries, then add a pair of sunglasses and a smile.  

“Psst, Freida,” I whisper. She looks. I point at my painting. She shrugs and goes back to her work.  

Okay, not enough. I give the sun a curling mustache and try again. Still nothing.

Determined to break through her gloom, I paint a huge sombrero on the sun and add a string of red pepper lights dancing across the top of the painting.

“Freida.” This time she looks at my painting and rewards it with a giggle. 

“What’s wrong?” I mouth. She shakes her head, wipes the corner of her eye with the cuff of her blouse, sighs, and turns back to her painting.  

“Merci.” I jump. Mr. Ellis looms above me and frowns at my painting. “I’m not sure what you’re going for here.” 

My face heats up. Behind me, Steve Dunagan, aka Dingo, blurts, “Wow. She’s got a fiesta crashing a wicked storm. I like it.”

I frown. “Not what I’m going for, Dingo.”  

Dingo grins and says, “Next time you have something that wild going on, invite me.” 

Mr. Ellis’s bushy brows rise. “Merci, focus on what you are going for and stop messing around.” I sense disappointment in his tone. He adds, “Now, get back to work.”  

On my way to get a fresh piece of paper, I notice Dingo’s painting. It’s a rioting abstract of some crazy party. Laughing gargoyles cavort with dancing teens. Their movements suggest wild music and teenage merriment. The energy is almost electric.

Back in the supply corner, getting a new sheet of paper, I slip my flip phone from my pocket. There’s a text from my best friend, Vivi–Meet–girl’s room b 4 lunch.  

I check. Mr. Ellis is talking with Dingo, so I risk an answer. I’ll b there.  

I groan when I see the message from Mom. Why haven’t you gotten back to me? 

I’ll regret it if I don’t answer her soon, but I can’t right now. The one text I’ve been hoping for isn’t there, Dad’s. Gram and I waited all last night for his usual Skype. He never showed up. I know things in Afghanistan have their own timetable, and that he’ll call when he can. He always has before. 

I tuck my phone back in my pocket and start over on my painting. But I still can’t get the waves right. Worse, the sea still overpowers Dad. It’s driving me crazy. I want the painting to portray Dad as the brave man I know. I want it perfect to impress him when he comes home this summer and sees it at the Puget Sound Art Fest.

For the next thirty minutes, my painting goes from so-so to awful. I’m relieved when it’s time to clean up. Freida stops me when I go to drop my failures in the recycle bin.

“Can I have the one with the red-pepper lights?”  

“Really, you want it?”  

“Yeah, it’s awesome.”

“Okay.” I shrug and hand it to her.

She studies it for a moment. “I like the way you chased away the storm,” she says, smiling. 

I’m flattered. 

The bell rings. As I hurry out of the room, Dingo calls, “Wait up, Merci. I’ll walk you to lunch.” I pretend not to hear. Lately, he’s been trying to change our friendship into something it’s never going to be. He doesn’t get it. He’s too much like a brother.

I scan the halls for Vivi and see her coming out of the computer lab. She’s surrounded by her satellites, Marcella and Cecile. I join them, and we stop in the girls’ room. They crowd around the mirror and take their time.

I hang back, waiting. The mirror is the last place I want to linger when I stand next to Vivi with her long, shiny, dark auburn hair, her creamy skin, gorgeous legs, and curves in all the right places. And then there’s Cecile and Marcella. All three could be models in any teen fashion magazine.  

Me? My feminine side is still under construction. I’m in the experimental stage with makeup. My brown hair now has reddish highlights, but it’s still frizzy and on the wild side. I upgraded my bra size. Creates a nice illusion with the black top I’m wearing; a scooped neckline thing that slips down my shoulder and reveals a deep red camisole beneath. But the bottom line; none of the changes are enough. 

Out of the bathroom, we head to lunch. I’m not thrilled when I realize we have to pass Dingo at his locker. I hope we can sneak by without him noticing, but Vivi brings us to a halt right behind him. She glares at the back of his head. “Dingo.”

He’s oblivious. He paws through his stuff, plugged into some tune on his I-Pod, bopping to the music. It’s the middle of winter, and as always, he’s in shorts and a crazy T-shirt. Today his long-sleeve pullover says Wombat Patrol and is totally out of tune with his fleece-lined vest. He completes the goofy look with wool socks and strap-on sandals.

“Dingo,” Vivi says louder.

He jumps and turns around. “Viv,” he grins. “What can I do for you?”

She scowls. “Was that you who put the monopoly money in Zetty’s sax case this morning?”

He shrugs. “I do what I can.”

“When are you going to get serious? Zetty and Bentley are not out there on the school steps each morning playing in freezing weather as a joke. They’re collecting for the McFee Memorial Fund.”

“I know, Viv. Lighten up.” His smile turns to a smirk.

She sucks in an angry breath. “And stop calling me Viv. My name is Vivi.” 

Dingo looks her straight in the eye. “That’s a lot of spewin’ for a little joke, Vivian.” He turns back to the stuff in his locker. 

She lets out a snort and storms towards the lunchroom. We hurry along with her. Marcella says, “Don’t worry, Vivi. What do you expect from a goofball?” Cecile coos with support. 

I say nothing. I agree, Dingo is a big goof, but personally I think the monopoly money is hilarious. A wolfish whistle echoes down the hall, and suddenly the goofball is right beside me. “Nice top,” he says, eyeing me up and down.  

I feel myself blushing. The truth is, I’m flattered, but if I let on, he’ll get the wrong impression and think I’m into him. That’s the last thing I want. Now if it were the heart-stopping senior quarterback, Bentley Davis, saying this, it would be a whole different story.

I grin at Dingo. “So, what’s with the shorts and sandals you’re wearing? Don’t you know it’s winter?”

“Yeah, but it’s summer in Australia.”  

“Ookay.  Perfectly reasonable explanation.” 

He stops at the stairs to the cafeteria and says, “You coming?” 

“In a bit.” I’m relieved when he heads downstairs without another word. Across the hall, I see Bentley Davis standing at the art display case with Zetty, a hot senior who happens to belong to Vivi, though I’m not sure he knows it yet. The two guys seem absorbed in discussing the stuff on display, some of which is mine. 

The envy bug bites me when Cecile slips next to Bentley and tucks her hand into his back pocket. They’ve been a couple since Homecoming. “Come on,” she says, all flirty. “I’m starving.”  

He ignores her and leans towards me. “Merci, isn’t that your charcoal sketch?”  

I nod, a catch in my heart. “It’s my Grandpa McCain. He passed away two years ago.”

“Very cool portrait,” he says. His words fuel my crush. Butterflies flutter in my stomach.  

He turns to Cecile. “Okay, ready now, Babe.” He puts his hand under her hair and rests it at the nape of her neck. Her golden head leans in towards him as they walk towards the stairs. The catch in my heart becomes a stab. There’s no way I can compete with Cecile.

My phone vibrates with a message. Dad, I think, and perfect timing. But it’s Mom again. I groan and follow Vivi and her entourage to lunch.  

***
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TWO PERIODS LATER, I fade in and out as the teacher whips equations across the whiteboard. I’m thinking about my painting, the stuff about Dingo, about Bentley, and especially about Dad wondering why he didn’t show up on Skype last night. The class phone rings. Ms. Alberts answers as she erases her latest example and clears a space for the next problem.

“Okay,” she says and hangs up. She looks around the room until her eyes rest on me. “Merci, Mrs. Wisner wants to see you.”

The counselor. Cripes, why? I slip on my jacket, cram my book in my backpack, and escape from prying eyes. Outside, a dusting of snow covers the walkway between the portable and the main building.

I walk into the counselor’s office, and I’m blown away. Gram stands there in her floral-printed nursing scrubs staring out the window. Something’s up. She never leaves the clinic early. My heart twists. No, no. It can’t be.  

“Gram? What are you doing here?”

She turns to me, her face way too white. She twists a wad of tissue in her hand.  

“I got a call from your mom.” She swallows. “It’s your dad.” 
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Chapter Three


[image: ]




My legs turn to jelly, and I collapse onto Mrs. Wisner’s couch. After a few deep breaths, my heart racing, I find the courage to ask. “He’s not ...?”

Gram’s voice trembles, her hand all shaky holding mine. “No, not dead. He was in a military vehicle when it got blown up. They flew him to an army hospital in Germany.” 

My mind swirls with all the terrible possibilities. Is he missing an arm? Is his leg lying in a ditch in Afghanistan? Has a bomb blown his face away? And the worst image of all. Is he dying in that hospital bed on the other side of the world? 

Gram swallows and goes on. “That’s all I know, sweetheart. Your mom is on her way to Germany. She’ll Skype us when she finds out the details.” 

Gram puts on her coat and slips her arm into mine. Outside, the snow thickens as it falls from the sky.

Back at Gram’s place, a fire rages through my gut as we wait for Mom to call. I pace with my eyes on Gram’s clock, watching the hands plod from number to number. 

Gram busies herself cleaning, scrubbing the showers, dusting her figurines, vacuuming the bugs out of the light fixtures, Trinity stretches out on her belly, her head resting on her paws, her eyes watching, full of worry. She knows something is wrong. 

I’m sitting on the couch, holding my stomach, when Gram’s computer finally signals an incoming call. Mom appears on the screen. As always, every strand of her curly brown hair is tucked beneath her army hat. Everything about her is in order. Except her eyes. They’re wild with grief. Seeing her this way brings on my own tears. I take a deep breath. “How’s Dad? Will he be okay?”

Mom’s lips quiver. “His injuries are serious. But he’ll get the best treatment, and he’ll survive.” 

I let out a long breath. “Thank God,” I mutter to whomever controls the universe. My queasy stomach churns at the thought of his injuries, but I have to know. “Mom, what happened?” 

“I don’t know the specifics, honey, only that his unit had been in Kandahar to meet with tribal leaders.” Mom swallows. “An Improvised Explosive Device hit their vehicle on the way back to base. The explosion killed two soldiers. Your dad was lucky.”

My mind goes into hyper-drive. Lucky? Marcella and Cecile are lucky. They have dads who have never gone to war. Dads who come home every night, who have dinner with their families, and who do stuff with them on the weekends. Even Vivi is lucky. Sure, her real dad died when she was three, but her stepdad treats her like a daughter. He takes her to school, chauffeurs her to the mall, and he’s teaching her to drive. Seriously wounded is not lucky.

Gram wraps an arm around me. My head slumps to her shoulder.  

Mom asks, “Are you okay, Merci?”

“I’m scared, Mom.” My voice cracks and the words tumble out of me. “Now what happens?”

Mom bites her lip. “I’ve taken leave and will stay here with him until he stabilizes and can be moved to the States. I’ll follow him there.”

Fear consumes me. “Mom, I have to see Dad now. What if he dies while he’s still in Germany? What if I can’t tell him one more time how much I love him?”  

Mom’s eyes fill with tears. She shakes her head. “Honey, there’s no...”

“I’ll do anything, Mom. Take the redeye, paddle my kayak, swim the ocean.”

Mom takes a deep breath. “Even if we could arrange for you to come, you don’t have a passport. But I promise, once they transport him to the Army Hospital in Virginia, we’ll get you and your gram there.” 

“When will they send him to Virginia?”

“It depends. Usually, they move the wounded stateside within a week.

“Way too long, Mom.” My tears are back.

“I know, honey. But we can’t do anything about it. 

Gram puts her arm around me. “We’ll muddle through until then,” she says.

“Our Skype time is about up,” Mom says, wiping a tear that’s escaped down her cheek. “I’ll keep you updated as things unfold.” 

***
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AT SCHOOL THE NEXT day, I move in an alternate reality, like I’m imprisoned in a hazy glass bubble. Things go on around me — normal things, things I should be a part of — but my new reality shuts them out. 

Forever drags into evening and finds me curled on my bed, waiting, desperate to hear from Mom with news about Dad. I drift in a strange world where my brain knows that Dad has been injured, but my heart refuses to believe it. No one could trap him; he’s too smart. The military identified the wrong man. Dog tags got switched, and Dad is actually back at the base, safe and sound. It’s possible. Maybe he hasn’t figured out he’s wearing someone else’s ID, and neither has anyone else.  

The more I think about it, the more think it’s possible. Just in case, I send him a text. Hi Dad, thinking about you, wondering how you’re doing. School is going great. I’m doing a watercolor of you on the Oregon beach in art class. 

I press send. As I wait with hope and crossed fingers, I study the texture on the walls, the deep crimson paint, the white ceiling and white trim. Since I moved in, Gram keeps saying, “Change the paint, Merci. Decorate it to suit yourself.” So far, I haven’t figured out what suits me. For sure, it won’t be the bright blue I had in my room at home, or the kiddy beach scene curtains I should have changed ages ago. And definitely not the stuffed dolphins, the clownfish, or the other stuffed sea creatures I outgrew but kept on my bed out of habit. They’re all in storage now. But I have Dad’s old Curious George. I found him in a box of memorabilia in Gram’s garage. Though years of love have worn George, his smile has never faded. I wrap him in my arms and drift off to sleep.

A wet nose pulls me from a freaky dream. It’s Trinity, up close and personal. She misses Dad as much as I do. She wants to lick away my sorrows, kiss me into a smile and make me surrender my terrible hurt. I break into a grin. “Hey girl,” I say, holding her back, scratching her ears. “You’ve been licking your privates, so no kisses for me.” 

She sneaks a kiss anyway, curls up beside me, and falls asleep. As she dreams, her body twitches, and she yips like she’s chasing phantom rabbits. I check my phone just in case Dad answered my text. So far, there’s no miracle, but miracles take time. So, I chase sleep. It takes a long time to catch.

***
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IN THE MORNING, I CHECK my messages. Nothing. I send another, Dad, hope everything’s okay. Love you a bunch. Don’t lose hope, I tell myself and plod to the kitchen. Gram and I sip coffee to the hum of the refrigerator and the ticking of the kitchen clock. I jump when Gram’s phone rings. It’s Mom. Is she going to tell me there’s been a mistake, and Dad is A-okay back in Afghanistan? Gram puts the phone on speaker.

“Hi Mom,” I say, taking a deep breath. “How’s Dad this morning?”

“Still in a coma. They’re giving him drugs to keep him that way for a while.”

My hope gone; fear strangles my lungs. I manage to ask, “Why are they doing that?” 

“To keep his brain from swelling any further.” 

My throat tightens. “Swelling?”

Mom sighs. “Merci, I’ve debated with myself about how much to tell you. You’ve always been big on the truth. So, that’s what I’m going to do. Tell you the truth if you’re okay with that.”

“Yeah, I’ll be okay,” I say, not sure it’s true, but glad for once she’s not treating me like a kid. Gram hovers beside me. I take her hand.

Mom’s voice chokes as she says, “When the IED exploded, a fragment pierced your dad’s brain. The surgeon removed it, but the trauma caused swelling. They had to remove a piece of his skull temporarily. The surgeons can replace it when the swelling goes down.” A tear rolls down her cheek. “On top of all that, serious burns cover the right side of his body.”

She doesn’t have to say more. A picture of him lying in the hospital, torn apart, missing pieces, flashes through my mind. I sense the blood draining from my face. As much as I don’t want to, and as stubborn as I am, I know I’m going to puke.  

I push the phone at Gram and rush to the bathroom. Now I know Dad can’t answer my texts.

***
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FOR THE REST OF THE week, I do everything possible to ignore my tortured thoughts of Dad. At school, I turn myself into a zombie, so I don’t have to feel. In the evenings, Vivi and I talk on the phone, filling the time with every tidbit of gossip we can think of. When my phone battery dies, I mess around with sketching and experiment with watercolors. Every night, Mom calls. And every night it’s the same. Dad is still in a coma, and he’s not ready to be transferred to the States.

Saturday, when Mom calls, some of the tiredness in her voice is gone. “Good news,” she says. “Your dad’s condition has stabilized. Monday, they’ll transfer him to the Army Medical Center in Virginia. I’ll be coming with him. You and your gram can fly out to see him.”  

Hope rises in me. “He’s conscious?”

“Not yet. When he gets to Virginia, they’ll wean him from the meds that have kept him in his coma. I’ve stayed at his bedside as much as possible. His eyes open off and on, but I don’t think he’s aware of me or even where he is.” 

Visions of Dad with blank, staring eyes jump in with the rest of my fears.  

“Merci? You okay? Am I telling you too much?”

“No, no,” I lie. “I need the truth.” 

“Okay,” Mom hesitates before she goes on. “The doctors say when he wakes up, he probably won’t speak or respond to anything for days. And most of his memories will be gone.”

“Will he remember us?”

Mom’s words come out as a whisper. “I don’t know, sweetheart. I hope so. I’ve been told we have to jog his memories.

“How?” 

“Share things from his past. Pictures, music, books, anything.” 

“Finally, something I can do.” Ideas race through me as our Skype session ends. Dad and I have a mountain of memories. They have to work. Failure isn’t an option.  
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Chapter Four
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I wrap my coat tight against the freezing air and huddle beside Gram as we walk across a parking lot to the Army Hospital in Virginia. I’m carrying two bags filled with photos, books, music, and little keepsakes from Dad’s past. 

Above us, the evening heavens are clear enough to catch a half-moon with Venus winking nearby; the connection Dad and I created the last time we were together. I cross my fingers, hoping the bond between us still exists.  

Glass doors whir open to the smell of antiseptic. They close behind us. At the reception desk, we are told Dad is on the fourth floor in the TBI Center.

“TBI?” I mutter.

“Traumatic Brain Injury,” Gram says.

My heart tightens. My Jello legs beg me to sit down. But my feet move to the elevator, one echoing step at a time. I know shrapnel pierced his brain, but the word ‘traumatic’ makes it sound even worse.

On the fourth floor, people in camo scrubs hustle through the halls. They push carts loaded with supplies, steer shining medical equipment into side rooms. Nurses walk beside patients connected to rolling IV poles. A wheelchair goes by with a man wearing a puffy green helmet. His eyes are blank, and drool runs from the corner of his mouth. I take a deep breath and shudder.  

A scream pierces the air. We stand back as attendants rush into a room. I look at Gram. She grips my arm and looks at the number by the door. She relaxes. “It’s not your dad.” My heart unwinds a notch.

Finally, we reach his room. Gram goes in. I hang back, steeling myself. Blood swooshes through my ears. The coffee I got from the vending machine slops out of the cup and burns my hand.

Gram returns and takes my arm. “Come, Merci. Are you ready?”

“I’m ready.” I take a deep breath and walk in. Vertical blinds shut out the night. A dim glow spreads through the room. Smells of antiseptic mix with a strange odor I can’t identify. 

My eyes move to the bed. The only way I know Dad lies there is because Mom sits in a chair by the bed reading to him. Bandages wrap around his head, the right side of his face, his right arm, and down his whole right side. The unbandaged eye is closed. The steady beat of monitors and the whoosh of his ventilator tell me he’s alive. But he’s connected to so many tubes and wires, my fears dig deeper.  

Mom doesn’t notice us. She’s in her uniform, but no hat. She holds Dad’s hand as she reads to him. 

Gram says, “Kate?”

Mom turns. She looks pale and tired. Strands of hair have broken free and curl around her neck. A smile breaks through the pain on her face. And then I lose it. In an instant, the three of us are hugging and crying. Dad and his machine breathe on, totally oblivious to our tears.

Gram takes Dad’s hand. She leans over and kisses him softly. “It’s me, Martin. It’s Mom. I’ve come to take care of you,” she says, her voice cracking.  

There’s nothing from Dad. Not a nod, not a blink, not a twitch. The unbandaged part of his face is puffy and gray. Salt and pepper stubble grows on his cheek. I want him to open his eye and say my name. He doesn’t.

I’m surprised when I take his hand. The touch is so warm. And weird. His wrist is tied to the bed with a strip of soft cloth. So are his feet.

“Open your eyes, Dad,” I whisper. “It’s me, Merci.” The unbandaged eye opens. I gasp. “Mom, Gram. Look, he sees me.”

But then he stares right through me as if I’m nothing. I swallow and remind myself of what the doctors urged us to do. I pull the first of my memory joggers from my bag — Dad’s old Curious George and his Mariners baseball blanket. The temperature in the room is way too warm, so I tuck Curious George beside him, and put his hand on the worn-out threads of the blanket.  

“Dad, remember the time the rain started pouring at the Mariner’s game and we had to use this blanket for an umbrella?” His mouth droops. Drool trickles over his lip, but I’m not giving up.  

“Here, feel this,” I say, and rub the ragged corner of the blanket across the palm of his hand. “Remember when Trinity stole the blanket and wanted to play tug-of-war, and it tore right here? Can you feel it?” I wrap his fingers around the tear. He doesn’t react. His eye is open, but vacant and blank. It doesn’t matter. I’ll wait forever if I have to.

Mom puts her hand on my shoulder. “What a wonderful memory, Merci. Exactly what the doctor ordered.” She looks down at Dad and says, “I know it’s scary to see him this way. And the heavy drugs they have him on, don’t help. But they’ll start weaning him off of them tomorrow.” 

I shudder and suck in a deep breath. Mom looks at me. “You okay?”

Words stick in my throat. I shake my head no.

Gram moves beside me and takes my arm. “He’s not responding now, but it’ll come, honey. The doctors say it might take days or longer before he recognizes us. Little by little, he’ll come back to us. And all the things you do to jog his memories, will help that happen.” She picks up the book Mom was reading to him and turns to Mom. “Can I take over?”

“I hoped you would. My voice is almost gone, and I need coffee.”

As she disappears out the door, Gram settles back into the bedside chair and opens the book. It’s Garrison Keillor’s Lake Woebegone, one of Dad’s favorites.

I nestle my bags of memory joggers in a corner, hoping they hold the magic to bring Dad back to me. I take his good hand and begin my vigil.  

***
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IN THE MORNING, I WAKE up in a hotel bed stiff, sore, and groggy. Details of a bad dream swirl through my mind all the way to the hospital with Mom and Gram and up to the fourth floor. We get off the elevator, and there’s an uproar down the hall. Someone is yelling, “Wire, wire.”  

I gasp, “Oh my God, I think that’s Dad.”  

Mom, Gram, and I look at each other and then hurry to his room. We get there, and three nurses are restraining Dad as he jerks at the bands that tie his hand and feet to the bed. Now I know why they are there. He tries to climb over the rails. His good eye is open, full of panic. Around the tube in his mouth, he screams and sputters, “Y.... you d...don’t understand. It’s a f... fuckin’ w... wire.”  

With his bandaged hand, the only one not tied to the bed, he reaches for the wires that connect him to the monitors. A husky male nurse holds him back, talking to him in a slow, deep voice. “The Corporal’s taking care of those wires, Sarge. You can relax now.” Someone rushes in with a syringe and plunges it into the medication port attached to his chest. Dad relaxes and sinks back into bed. His eye closes.

I watch in horror. That’s not my dad. Dad is calm, never freaks out. And I’ve never heard him use the “f” word.

A nurse steers us away and says, “There’s a conference room across the hall. Make yourselves comfortable. When things calm down, the doctor will come as soon as she can and talk with you. In the meantime, hang in there, okay?” 

I pull away from the hand gripping my arm. “No, I’m staying.”

Gram’s voice shakes. “It’s okay, Merci. They’re taking care of him.” As a nurse, Gram knows this stuff, but I still hate leaving Dad. Reluctantly, I let her take my arm and tug me away.

In the conference room, Gram paces. Mom sits rigid on the edge of a chair doing something I’ve never seen her do — biting her nails. I rest my head on the table. A storm churns in my stomach. We wait. It seems like hours, but the clock says only ten minutes pass before a tall, thin woman in military scrubs peeks in.  

“Ahh, there you are, Kate,” she says, her eyes kind and understanding. “I’m glad to see your family made it.” 

The woman sets a chart on the table and stretches out a hand to Gram. “I’m Doctor Josette. I’m overseeing the treatment plan for Martin. You must be his mother.”

Gram nods. “I’m Etta.”

The doctor puts her hand on my shoulder. “And you must be Merci. Your mom told me about you. I’m glad you could come.”
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