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“Chaz, we need to talk.”  Those are the five words that strike terror in my heart when they come from my girlfriend Summer.  She said them between first and second periods with a somber tone that made me want to run like the wind before I heard the particular part of me she thought needed improvement this time.  With her strawberry blonde hair and pale blue eyes, she took my breath away every time I looked at her, but her ‘talks’ were enough to make me want nothing more than to escape.  My locker door was open, and the hall was full of other kids reloading their books between classes.  Maybe if I distracted her, I could slip away before I heard the follow-up to what she was thinking.

“Is that Jack Blaze over by the water fountains?”  Blaze was her favorite movie star, and I thought that even the hint that he was visiting Jenkins High would make her look.

No such luck.

“Chaz, this is serious.”  Oh, Boy, I was batting a thousand.  Summer is the poster child for High Maintenance, a girlfriend who demands constant attention and special consideration.  When I forgot our one-month anniversary, you would have thought I ran over her foot from the way she carried on.  Even the dozen roses I gave her barely soothed her hurt feelings.  The flowers cost me the spark plugs I’d been on my way to buy for my 1965 Mustang when I’d bumped into her downtown.  Getting my car running has been my goal in life, at least the past two years of it.  Long ago I’d set the target date for completion to coincide with the day I got my driver’s license, but my birthday came and went two months ago, and my car still wasn’t running yet.

I wondered what part I’d have to sacrifice this time when Summer said, “It’s about your car.”

Finally she was taking an interest in it.  “I’m so close I can taste it, Summer.  I figure in another three weeks, it’ll be running like a top.”  If you don’t make any more demands on my meager funds, I added to myself.

She frowned cutely at me.  “Do you mean that, Chaz?”

“Absolutely,” I said with more assurance than I felt.  I’d done a thousand things to the Mustang since I’d traded it for a year of lawnmowing and working as a handyman for Mrs. Jeffries.  The car had belonged to her son, and it was in pretty rough shape when I made the deal, since it had been sitting out back through ten years of all kinds of weather.  Still, it was a car, and it was the only way I’d get my hands on one, so I’d jumped on it with both feet.  Since then, it’s been a drain on my job jar, taking the money as fast as I could earn it.

Instead of the ‘all clear’ sign on her face I’d been hoping for, there were still storm clouds in Summer’s eyes.  “I hope you’re right.  I can’t be expected to take a bus on my dates much longer, now can I?”

“It was one time, Summer, and Mom needed our car.”  It’s just Mom and Jenny and me at home, and we have a standing house rule: the good of the family comes before the good of any one of us.  Dad had been gone so long it was as if he’d never been there.  I was four when he left, Mom pregnant with Jenny and me just starting pre-school.  Mom had wiped every trace of him out of our lives, throwing away every photograph that even hinted of their time together, and his image had faded into a fuzzy memory of a man built entirely of shadows.
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Eric Granger came by my locker and leaned lightly against the wall beside us.  “Hi, Summer.  You look wonderful today.”  Eric wore his neatly laundered and pressed football jersey over his clothes, as if anyone could forget he was our star quarterback.

“Thanks, Eric,” she said as she smiled enough to show her dimples.

“You look smashing yourself, Eric my boy,” I said with a grin.

Eric ignored my comment, focusing on Summer instead.  “It was great seeing you.”  He glanced at his watch, then said, “Excuse me, I’ve got to run.”

Like he had somewhere more important he needed to be!  And the crack about seeing her was total hot air.  He’d wormed his way onto the same bench with her in Chemistry in third period, so I knew he’d see her again in less than an hour!

After he was gone, Summer said, “Chaz, are you sure about the Mustang?”

I started getting suspicious.  “Why are you so interested in my car all of a sudden?”

She looked down at the books in her arms and said, “I need a boyfriend with his own car, Chaz.  I’m sorry, but that’s the way it is.”

Was she looking at Eric when she said it?  He’d been born with hundred-dollar bills in both hands, and his parents had presented him with a brand-new Porsche on his sixteenth birthday.  This was getting serious.  I’d have to get Stinger, that’s what I called my Mustang, on the road soon if I was going to keep my girlfriend.

I was still staring after her when I heard the locker beside me slam shut.

“Hey, Chaz, what world are you in?”

“Ren, it’s nice to see a friendly face.  You want to come over after school and work on Stinger with me?”

He said with a smile, “You’d better believe it.  Without me, you’d manage to foul something up.”

I grinned at him.  “Yeah, between the two of us, we make one good mechanic.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far.  Three-quarters, maybe.”

Ren and I have been friends since the Second Grade, when he made me laugh so hard in the cafeteria chocolate milk squirted out my nose.  I can call him at two in the morning with a problem and all he wants to know is how he can help.  It’s nice to have a friend you can count on, and Ren’s mine.

The bell clanged in the hall signaling the next class, and I grabbed my books and slammed my locker shut.  Stinger would have to wait until after school.  If my grades dropped below a B average, Mom would ban me from working on my car for a full grading period, and we were getting ready for our quarterly final exams.  She hadn’t been thrilled about me sinking every dollar and every spare minute I had into the car, but she’d gone along with it, as long as I kept my grades up.  

And Trigonometry was endangering my plans.

Irene Hickering, my next door neighbor and a year younger than me, bumped into me as I stepped away from my locker.  We’ve been friends forever, even after her growth spurt when she shot up four inches over my head.  Lately though, she’d been acting odd around me, odd even for her.

“Chaz, come on, we’re going to be late.”

Irene’s a real brain, taking Trig a year early and ruining the grading curve for the rest of us with her batch of perfect test scores.

“I’m coming,” I said as I nodded to Ren.  He just smiled as Irene and I walked away.  I wondered what was so amusing, but I didn’t have time to ask.  Mrs. Tryant wasn’t one to tolerate tardiness in her class, and I had enough trouble with her as it was.

I’d have to forget the Mustang, even try to forget the look in Summer’s eyes if I was going to bring my Trig grade up to where I needed it.
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Somehow I made it through the rest of my classes.

Ren and I walked home after school, talking about our plans for life after Stinger was on the road.  We’d already taken a thousand road trips in our minds as we worked, exploring the country from California to the Florida Keys and back again.

“You want to get something to eat before we get started,” I asked as we got closer to my house.

“Why not,” he said.  As we turned the corner, Ren said excitedly, “Hey Chaz, what’s your Mom doing home?”

Mom’s an accountant at UltraCom, and she never gets home before Five.  “I don’t know.  The only thing I can figure is Jenny must be sick.”

“You want to take a raincheck on the car?  It’ll still be there tomorrow.”

“No, there’s nothing I can do to help.  Come on, let’s get something to eat first, and I can check on the squirt.”

The first thing I saw when I walked in the door was a pile of luggage that looked as if it had been around the world a time or two.  Then I heard voices coming from the kitchen.  As I walked through the hallway, I could hear my mom crying, and a man telling her everything was going to be all right.

“Mom, what’s wrong?” 

I looked at the stranger, sizing him up in a heartbeat.  He appeared to be a few inches taller than me; that would put him somewhere around six feet tall.  I’m built like a tree trunk, while this man was as thin as a willow branch.  He had gray touching each temple, but the rest of his hair was jet black.  When he turned at my voice, I saw the darkest brown eyes I’d ever seen in my life.

Mom was dabbing at her eyes with a tissue, and the stranger had one of her hands clutched in both of his.

“Mom?”  Since I’d been four, I’d been the man of the house, and I wasn’t about to tolerate someone making trouble for my mother.

“It’s okay, Chaz,” she said as she wiped away the last tear.  She stood and brushed the wrinkles from her skirt.  “Son, I’d like you to meet your Uncle Coop.”

“I’ve got an uncle,” I asked.  “Why haven’t I ever heard about him?”

Mom looked at the shredded tissue in her hands.  “He’s traveled a lot, dear.”

Coop said, “The truth of it is, your mother and I had a falling out a long time ago.  That’s why I’m here, to mend fences.”

Mom cried again as she embraced him.  “Coop, none of that matters now.”

After he and Mom hugged, Coop extended a hand.  It took me two seconds to take it, and when I did, it was the quickest handshake I could manage.  He didn’t seem to notice.  “You’ve grown into a fine looking young man since the last time I saw you.”

“I’ve never seen you before in my life,” I said abruptly.

“Chazwell,” Mom said harshly, “Don’t you dare take that tone.”

“It’s all right, Elizabeth,” the man said.  “I’ve been gone a long time.  Too long.”  He turned back to me, and I fought the penetrating stare of his bottomless eyes.  “Chaz, it’s my fault I haven’t been around.  I know I haven’t been a very good uncle to you.”

Mom said, “Coop, you don’t have to—.”

The man interrupted my Mom.  “It’s okay, Sis.  I’m not expecting him to welcome me with open arms.  He has a right to be suspicious of a strange man coming into his house and shaking things up.”

The last thing in the world I wanted this man to do was to justify my behavior to my mother.  I tried to lighten my tone as I offered my hand again.  “Sorry, I just saw Mom crying and—.”

Coop nodded as he took my hand again, this time squeezing it warmly.  “I’d do the same thing in your position.”

I’d forgotten all about Ren as he brushed past me and stuck out his hand.  “My name’s Ren.  It’s nice to meet you, Mr....”

“Plain old Coop is good enough for me.”

“Well,” Ren said, “I’d better hit the road.  Catch you later, Chaz.”

“I’ll give you a call,” I said as Ren left, forgetting for the moment all about our plans to work on the Mustang.

The three of us stood there for a few awkward moments when the telephone rang.

As Mom reached for it, I said, “So what do you do for a living?”

Coop smiled as he said, “I’m an illusionist.  At least I used to be.  Now I’m retired.”

Retired?  The guy couldn’t have been a day over 45, and he was retired?  That wasn’t my biggest question though.  “You mean you’re a magician?”

“I’ll accept that moniker,” he said, “but I focused on the Spectacular Illusion when I was in my prime.”

Mom got off the telephone with a frantic look on her face.  “That was Jenny’s school.  She fell off the swings on the playground.  They think she may have broken her arm.  We’ve got to meet her at the hospital.”
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