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The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places.

—Ernest Hemingway




	

    
	
		
Chapter One

Talia
            



Mzungu!” The village kids can’t get enough of daring each other to spy through my mud hut’s single window. “Mzuuuuuuuuuuungu.” They break into convulsive giggles.
         

Mzungu means “white person” in Chichewa, Malawi’s national language. Since arriving in Africa as a Peace Corps volunteer, the word follows me throughout the day. It’s taken the last three months in-country not to cringe at the term and to accept the truth stamped in my pigment. I am an outsider.
         

“Hey, mzungu!”
         

I uncurl from child’s pose, push off the straw mat, and wince. Yoga therapy isn’t doing much in the way of curing my abdominal crampage. Still, I manage to make it to the front door. “Boo!”

My barefoot students scream with delight and scamper toward the shoreline. Lake Malawi is one of the largest in Africa. Mozambique is on the other side, the distant hills obscured by a hazy plume, as if the water itself is on fire. Weird. Maybe it’s going to rain? The wet season is long over, but this country is nothing if not unpredictable. I swipe my hand over my brow. The noonday sun is pleasant, nowhere near hot enough to justify this much sweat. My mouth fills with saliva.

Great, here we go again.
         

I shuffle around the side of the hut to the latrine in the backyard. Eighteen steps. Twenty at most. I enter just in time, thighs quivering from the effort and get quietly sick for the fourth time today. How the hell did I catch a stomach bug? I’m anal-retentive about using a water filter and iodine purification tablets. Still, there was clearly a breach in my defenses. Local families have taken turns hosting me for dinner since my arrival in a sweet, generous gesture of hospitality. It doesn’t take an expert in cross-cultural communication to know it’s impolite to drill people on their household food preparation methods if you’re the guest of honor. No matter how teeth-clenchingly bad you want to do exactly that.

My stomach roils, painful to the point that a moan escapes. I brace my hands on my knees and pant. What if parasitic worms are hatching in my stomach or burrowing through my liver?

I step back outside and linger in the mango shade, resisting the urge to scratch the welts speckling my arms. Mosquitos are eating me alive, so taking antimalaria medication has become an acceptable nightly ritual. The dark cloud over the lake drifts closer. A trio of local women skirt my yard, swinging plastic utility buckets and handwoven baskets. Their lively chatter makes me miss my best friends, Sunny and Beth. I wonder what they’re up to? I’ve avoided their e-mails since Bran and I got back together.

To say my girls aren’t Bran’s biggest fans is a rather epic understatement. In December he morphed into a Big Bad Wolf, shredded my heart as easy as a straw house. After a cooling-off period—literally, in his case, as he joined a marine activist organization dedicated to preventing illegal whaling in the Antarctic—he wrote an apology and asked for an opportunity to set things right.

I’ve seen Bran at his worst, know his best, and somehow reconcile the two. He’s broody, unpredictable, and twists my brain like a pretzel, but my love for him isn’t a word, it’s an involuntary, instinctive act, like breathing. Our connection is the one thing I trust in this far-too-fragile world. Despite his past wounds, he craves heart-peace as much, maybe even more, than I do. When he finally mustered the guts to step up and show courage, there was no way I could say good-bye. I want to believe he has a chance for happiness.

I need to trust we both do.

The women notice my stare and slow their pace, brows knitting. I haven’t been at my site for long. The mandatory three-month volunteer training in the capital, Lilongwe, wrapped a few weeks ago and here I am. Home. Sort of. The village is quietly assessing me, and I’m not exactly putting my best foot forward. This is my fifth day out sick from teaching. Hardly a confidence booster.

I raise a hand in forced cheer that the women return with shy waves. Once they’re safely out of sight I double over. It takes serious diaphragmatic breathing before I can hobble back toward the refuge of my bed.

The doorway provides a welcome rest stop. Fussy stomach aside, I’m glad I came to Africa, right? I mean, in a great many ways, I’ve gotten exactly what I wanted—plus a guy who loves me and has come around to accepting that long-distance relationships don’t mean doom. I should be happy. Am I happy? Sometimes.

And sometimes not.

When we get what we want, the dream becomes real, and real life is never perfect. I realize some of my naïveté in joining the Peace Corps. I think deep down inside I believed something would shift in me, in my life, like I’d wake one morning and it would be a whole new world. Instead, I’m still me. Just here, in Africa, teaching English as a Second Language in a rural school.

I adore my students and their sweet enthusiasm, but my assigned project? Not so much. ESL isn’t the work I want to ultimately pursue. I’m no grammar whiz and get nervous talking in front of groups. Every morning I wake hoping today is the day where I’ll stop second-guessing and start to thrive, and every night I fall asleep uncertain, listening to the mosquitoes’ unrelenting hum.

I was having a twentysomething crisis when I applied to the program, running from big decisions on what to do with my life. The Peace Corps was one of many pipe dreams that floated around during my undergrad, and in a desperate Kermit flail I snatched the opportunity with both hands.

My Facebook feed was littered with people from my major squee-ing over cool jobs, internships, or graduate school admittance, and I wanted in on that success. The Peace Corps seemed like the perfect way to have an adventure while advancing my future. But just because an idea is good in theory, doesn’t mean it works in practice. Now that I’m actually here, I can’t shake the sense that I’m an imposter, a fraud. Am I an intrepid development worker, decked in head-to-toe khaki and ready for anything? Not by a long shot. I should like being here more. And I don’t.

God, whatever, Talia. Pack away the tiny violin.
         

Got to stick it out because ultimately, I like the stigma of failing even less.

I shuffle to the plastic milk crate beside my bed. Inside are seven crinkled pieces of paper. I’ve printed each of Bran’s e-mails. Our communication has been infrequent. He’s not able to write much from the ship, and I have to hitch to Lilongwe to source reliable Internet access.

When we met in Australia during my exchange, I tried to convince myself he was a little adventure, some uncomplicated fun. The first time he touched me, my body went, “Ah, okay, there we go.” Bran revealed himself to be the exact puzzle piece I was missing. I ease onto my bed and peer at the first dog-eared page.
         

Hey Darling,


Wait a second. My lids twitch and vision goes wonky. I blink to refocus.

Hey Darling,


What the hell? Words skitter in every direction. I try to give chase, but my eyes no longer operate in unison. Pain explodes behind my sockets like a hand grenade, radiating through my temples. I’ve never had a migraine hit with such sudden intensity. Maybe I’m dehydrated from throwing up so much. I fold Bran’s note and tuck it inside my shirt, next to my heart as my stomach constricts again, from agony and mounting dread.

At one point or another, most everyone confronts debilitating sickness during their Peace Corps placement—practically a part of the job description. The other volunteers regard parasitic worms as an African red badge of courage. More power to them. Me? I’m content to play the coward.

The doctor blew off my vague symptoms—fatigue and nausea—at the health clinic this morning. He was nice enough, but the halls were filled with villagers suffering from actual diseases like AIDS and hepatitis. Part of me wanted to demand tests, but I’ve freaked out about so many phantom ailments in my life that a little voice kept whispering, What if the sensations are all in your head? Guess I should have rethought the decision to go home and sleep it off, because this feels different. Something is wrong, really amiss. I’m the Boy Who Cried Wolf who’s finally in the shit.
         

Cracks fang over the hut’s interior walls like sudden lightning. I hunch forward, dig my elbows into my thighs, and count them off in sets of two. I hate that I keep doing this but it’s the only way to ground myself. I never sought appropriate cognitive therapy and stopped taking my medication because mental health issues posed clearance challenges to becoming a Peace Corps volunteer.

Sucking it up and trying harder, my two plans for coping, don’t seem very successful.

I miss a crack. Shit. Now I have to go back and begin counting all over.

No! Not again. Stop it. Just…stop.
         

I wrench my gaze from the wall and push down the dread that if I don’t count exactly right something terrible will happen. I breathe deep but the anxiety lingers, and I debate whether or not to grow into an angry monster or slink into my subconscious.

Better not to give it a choice. I need a mission, something to distract me. A tin pail sits in the corner of my makeshift kitchen, a grandiose title for what amounts to a table, rickety stool, and bowl of cassava. I don’t have a shower—no indoor plumbing—but a sponge bath might be the thing. I’m exhausted, restless, and jittery from discomfort. Fresh air makes everything better, right? I shuffle over, lift the handle, and muster the energy to trudge outside to the nearby water pump, wincing in the sunlight.

Meghan, my neighbor, fellow Peace Corps volunteer and HIV-prevention coordinator at the clinic, is there chatting with other women in fluent Chichewa. Her upper lip is too heavy for the lower, and dips into an almost-but-not-quite frown at my approach. Pretty sure she secretly believes I’m a total wimp ass.

I take my place at the end of the line and hope it doesn’t look like my intestines are contorting themselves in figure-eight knots.

Meghan adjusts the intricately patterned chitenje that wraps her otherwise thick black hair. These large fabric squares are cheap everyday wear in the village, and I have one tied around my T-shirt and skirt as a sarong. Envy constricts my rib cage as she balances a full-to-the-brim bucket on the top of her head with casual ease. I’ve yet to manage such coordination, much to the merriment of the village women. It takes time to learn the little skills that make you invisible. Aside from the glaring difference of my pigment, I’m still too conspicuous, prone to making a dozen tiny errors in a single outing. The teasing is never mean, but sometimes yeah, I wish I fit in better.
         

“What’s up, T?” Meghan’s sharp gaze takes my measure. Can the newbie hack it?
         

Africa has the highest volunteer dropout rate of any continent. There is no way I’m going to early terminate. The very idea is taboo. I gave the Peace Corps a two-year commitment. Here’s my big chance to show my spirit animal isn’t a scaredy-cat. I’m a girl with fortitude, spunk, and great gobs of mettle—need to dig deep and see this decision through to the flip side.

Meghan tries to hold my gaze, but I don’t let her. Instead, I study the ant marching across my bare foot. “Sorry if I seem pathetic—can’t kick this stupid bug.”

She’s from North Carolina, and her twenty-four-month contract finishes next month. After Malawi, she hopes to score an aid position elsewhere in the sub-Sahara.

“Got to keep on keeping on.” Meghan squints at the horizon with a thousand-mile stare.

“Doing my best.” I take a deep breath through my nose. When people toss out those empty phrases, I kind of want to pat their heads, with a hammer.

“Sorry I haven’t checked in on you since getting back.”

She’s going all hot and heavy with one of the two clinic doctors, a lanky Médecins Sans Frontières guy from Belgium. They recently returned from a week-long getaway climbing Mount Mulanje in the country’s south. She’s strong and independent, exactly who I aspire to be. In the meantime, I crave her approval. I want her to think the best of me, even if that means hiding my worst. The fear. The uncertainty. The moments of sheer I-don’t-know-what-I’m-doing terror.

I’m unable to speak as my abdominal knot tightens.

“Stomach again?”

A wave of dizziness tumbles over me. I nod, not trusting my voice.

“That sucks. Hey, we all get sick. Adjustment takes time. I had giardia three times my first year. Lost almost twenty pounds.”

My own clothes hang off my frame. I’ve never been big, but I sported more curves than not. These days my body’s flat, battening down the hatches, reduced to two dimensions.

“Lay low and rest.”

“I’ll brew a pot of ginger tea,” I mumble. “There’s a bag left over from my last care package.”

“Good idea, and, hey, if you need anything, you know where to find me.”

Wow. Quick, someone nominate my fake smile for a Best Supporting Oscar, because Meghan’s answering grin makes it seem like I’m not this big bummer.

Screams rise from the direction of the lake—the good kind—laughter harmonizing with joyful squeals. The women around me abandon the pump and race to the water. The weird cloud from earlier hits the shore, breaks apart in furious wings and discordant buzzing. Flies. Everywhere. I swat my face, strength depleting faster than bathwater spiraling into a drain. Women and children swing any available container through the air, collecting as many insects as possible. No one passes up free protein in this region.

Pain lances my side. An invisible knife rips through my torso. What’s happening to me? No way anyone hears my useless squeak. My heart flops in an erratic rhythm as blue stars cascade past in a psychedelic stream. Flies hum in my ear, crawl over the back of my neck.

Help. Please. I need help.
         

My knees hit the soil and I pitch forward, grappling the Hey Darling letter pressed to my heart. Bran is my sanctuary. If anything will keep me lucid, centered, it’s him, but the blackness pulls too strong, rushes through my brain like a wild flood, dragging me into the shadows.
         

*  *  *


“Talia? Talia, can you hear me?” That deep rumble could be mistaken for calm and in control until the under-the-breath expletive. “Fucking hell.”

My fingers slide to a narrow wrist, a leanly muscular forearm. A flash of recognition. I read this body like braille. A name flits past, a firefly illuminating the darkness, but only for a split second.

Bran?
         

No way. That’s impossible. He’s on a boat in the Southern Ocean.

Can a hallucination brush warm lips across the side of my neck? I blindly clutch the strong fingers laced with mine, trace faint calluses. This contact is an anchor, holds me fast, safe from the hungry dark.

Bran.
         

A wordless prayer. For a moment, wild joy blooms. He’s so close. I want to tell him I’m within reach, but speech is impossible, like trying to smile without a mouth.

“Don’t bother bloody dying because I swear to God I’ll hunt you down and drag you back.”

Hot tears burn beneath my lids at the familiar accent. I clutch each word, his presence a safe harbor.

“Sir, I’m going to ask you again, step away from the patient.”

“Not a chance,” he snaps.

“I need to check her hematocrit and switch out the quinine.” A woman speaks with unfamiliar cadence, hitting each consonant hard like she wields a hammer.

“Work around me.” The pressure on my hand increases. “Don’t worry, I’ve got you, sweetheart.”

There’s a sharp prick on my upper arm. Nothing compared to the pain dimly lingering in my memory’s recesses—a skull-wrenching, chromosomal-deep agony.

Strange to feel so numb now.

There’s an unpleasant tang to the air—disposable rubber gloves and disinfectant? A hospital smell. Claustrophobic panic wells in my throat.

“Damn it, Talia. Wake up.” The fierce order is a tether out of this limbo.

My eyes open.

Bright. Ouch. Holy shit. Way too bright.

Everything is blurry without my contacts.

A hospital bed rail.

A shadowy outline of an IV pole.

A face.

The only face.

Bran moves with a suddenness that makes my heart skip. My limbs become aware of their existence, nerves revving to life. “You’re back,” he says quietly, firmly, as if there’s to be no arguing the point.

He looks like someone pushed to the brink and kicked off the side. Thick, dark hair juts in odd angles. His eyes are chipped jade, but bloodshot and wild, ringed by sleepless bruises. A muscle bunches deep in his jaw, nearly undetectable beneath the days-old scruff.

He’s beautiful.

But he’s not supposed to be here.


	

    
	
		
Chapter Two

Bran



The hills outside the hospital window slump like the hinds of tired elephants. Maybe I shouldn’t stare into the sun, but fuck it, Talia shouldn’t be in that bed behind me either. People look with their eyes, but there’s so much we can’t see. Venus at noon. Dark matter. Malaria ravaging red blood cells inside the girl I love. She coughs, stirring. She’s returned to herself in slow inches throughout the afternoon.
         

“Am I dying?”

“No!” I spin around and move to her bedside. She stares up with haunted, overlarge eyes. Jesus, when I pull her into my arms she’s a fragile layer of skin pulled tight over sharp bones. “Don’t you talk like that, hear me? Don’t even think like that.”

“Okay.”

I hate her uncertainty. I hate even more that I’m not bloody Prince Charming, who can bestow a bullshit Disney kiss and transform this sterile room into happy-ever-after land. Nothing I do will make bugger all difference to the parasites swimming through her veins. Goddamn it though, I want—need—to punch something hard and furious until it breaks beneath my split and shattered knuckles.

Anything to avoid feeling this impotence.

Instead, I hold my breath a beat and exhale slow as if I’m a pillar of strength or whatever. “You’re going to be fine. I’m here and won’t let anything bad happen.” I close my eyes so she won’t see my brave words are nothing but a grand illusion. I have to front unshakable confidence that she’s going to get better, that way she’ll believe it too. I smooth back her hair and step away, fighting the urge to hold on tighter and face the wall to regroup.

“Where are we?” She asks, still groggy.

“Pretoria.”

I can hear the wheels crank inside her head. “Wait, South Africa?”

“The Peace Corps medical officer based out of Malawi determined you were in critical condition and ordered you a medevac flight here. It’s the region’s most advanced intensive care unit.” I turn back and lace my fingers with hers. “You’ve been in a coma for three days.”

Three days? Her lips move but nothing comes out. “How…” She swallows and pushes herself to a half sit. “How are you even here?”
         

“Bad weather ended our Antarctic season early. We came to New Zealand to resupply before setting out for Japan and the dolphin hunts. The moment we hit dry land I took off in search of a calling card. When I got through on the number you’d sent, some Peace Corps volunteer, Meghan, answered your mobile phone from a truck carrying you to the hospital. She kept me in the loop after that. You…” I break off, my voice getting gruff. The past seventy-two hours have been the most goddamn awful in my life, and I’ve had some shithouse days. “You weren’t able to speak.”

Her bottom lip quivers—just once—and stills like nothing ever happened. When it comes to this girl, I don’t miss a trick. “Don’t worry, okay?” She laces her fingers with mine. “I—I can’t have you scared.”

“I know.”

She’s afraid she won’t make it.

I’m freaked the fucked out that I’ll lose her.

“You got this, Captain.” All I’ve got are nothing words and optimistic posturing. I’d beg, plunder, and steal to swap places. Me for her. It should be me in that bed. I can bear anything except watching her scared and suffering.

“I’m thirsty,” Talia whispers.

“Coming right up.” I jump at the chance to do something, no matter how small. “Here we go.” I snatch a cup off the otherwise empty food tray and lift it to her mouth.

“Sir.” The grumpiest of the ICU nurses strides into the room without a preliminary knock. “You need to consult with a doctor before giving the patient anything.”

“Why don’t you find one for me? I want her checked over while she’s awake.”

Grumps flashes me her best stink eye.

She clearly doesn’t know whom she’s dealing with. I level her a look of my own. “Her name is Talia, and I’m giving her the water.”

“We’ll see about that.” The nurse beats a retreat with a disapproving headshake.

“Don’t worry about her.” I bend and kiss Talia’s clammy forehead. “Drink.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t.”

“Yeah, you should.” I press the cup’s rim with insistence against her lips, and water splashes her chin.

“Jesus, Bran. Here, give that to me.” She jerks the cup from my grasp and takes a sip. “There. Yum. Yum.”

“Want something else? Orange juice? I’ll shake down the nurses.”

“No, please, don’t bother anyone.”

“I don’t mind.”

“You’re driving everyone crazy here, huh?”

“Probably.” I drag a plastic chair next to the bed. “But I don’t care about them. I care about you.”

“A three-day coma?” She rocks her head back against the pillow. “Where are my parents?”

“You didn’t list your mom on the emergency contact record. As far as I’ve tracked down, she’s on some silent meditation retreat. Your dad was taking his university class on a field trip in the mountains. No cell reception over the weekend, but I got through to him this morning.”

“Thank you. God, I hate making him worry.” She covers her face with hands the same stark white as her hospital gown. “It’s crazy not to remember anything. It’s like someone erased my hard drive.”

I don’t tell her that I have the opposite problem. I can recall every last detail in high-definition.

I remember the sucker punch in my solar plexus when I learned a mosquito infected Talia with malaria’s worst strain, plasmodium falciparum.
         

I remember the total helplessness as within hours the illness tore through her, deteriorating into cerebral malaria.

I remember how she slipped into a coma while I waited at the airport to board my Emirates red-eye to Johannesburg.

By the time I found my seat I was praying. By praying I mean raging, begging, and pleading with the universe. When the wheels broke contact with the tarmac, I didn’t even shudder. My entreaties coalesced into a single, ceaseless mantra: not her, not her, not her.
         

I offered to sacrifice myself or any of the random people surrounding me.

Take me, not her.
         

Take them, not her.
         

First, my father catches dengue fever and now Talia gets malaria. Can someone get on annihilating all bloody mosquitoes?

“None of this makes any sense.” Talia drops her head against the pillow. “I took tetracycline every day and slept under a freaking mosquito net.”

“The medical files from Malawi mentioned you’d had a stomach bug.”

“Yes, but what’s that got to do—”

“Didn’t keep much down?”

“No, nothing.”

“Including antimalarials.”

Her face contorts into an expression of horror. “Oh my God. I’m such an idiot. It was like I hadn’t even been taking them.” She seems to almost say something else but changes her mind.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You do.”

“It’s just…” she worries her bottom lip. “It’s just that coming to Africa was supposed to be my big chance to prove my mettle, show what I was made of. It’s early April, Bran. I lasted four months. Four pathetic months.” Her heart rate monitor beeps, accelerating. “It’s laughable really. Look at me, I’m a bona fide joke.”

“More water.”

She gives the proffered cup a halfhearted backhand. “No, please.”

“I’m serious, you need to drink, rehydrate yourself.” Get better, stronger, less goddamn pale.
         

The green digital numbers show her pulse rate passes into the high nineties.

“I know.” Her tone is testy.

Pulse is in the low hundreds.

Hasn’t she suffered enough? “Talia, calm down, sweetheart.”

“Gah, I’m trying.” She drills her fingers into the side of her temples and takes a ragged breath.

“Try harder!” I snarl, pissed at myself, the unfairness of the world.

For a moment, shocked silence reigns.

Her mouth quirks in amusement. “You don’t scare me, buddy.”

There’s a staccato knock on the door frame, and a doctor enters, the same one who poked in earlier, low-key and to the point. Talia will be comfortable with him. I resume my position by the window, cross my arms, and watch the cars below. He conducts a quick examination, his hands light on her body.

As much as I’m grateful, I hate that there’s another man who can actually do something useful for her.

The doctor straightens. “It’s early days, but so far there doesn’t appear to be neurological damage. We’ll keep running tests, but for now, I’d say you’re a lucky lady.”

“Really?” The hope in her small voice flays my defenses.

“She’s going to be okay?” I mutter, wanting to believe it so bad that my teeth hurt.

“Things are optimistic. Waking from the coma means the worst is over, but she’s not out of the woods yet.”

All the tension I’d held in my body rushes out in a tsunami-sized wave.

The second the doctor exits, I pounce forward and wrap my arms around her thighs.

“Tighter,” she whispers, burying her fingers into my hair. “Please, hold me tighter.”

“You’re going to be okay. Thank Christ.” I can’t hold back the violent shudders.

“Do you…do you really think so?”

“I know so, Captain.”

Her face softens when I use my favorite nickname for her. “Looks like you’re stuck with me.”

I force down the sob clawing from my throat. “I missed you so much.”

“Really?”

“This is something you doubt?”

“No.” The faintest smile. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to hear all about it.”

“The crew got so sick of listening about you that I resorted to conversing with animals.” I sit up and wipe my nose with the back of my hand. “Whales make pretty good confidants actually. The cetacean world must be buzzing with rumors of the hottest teacher in Africa.”

“You told whales about me?”

“Yes. Is that a problem?”

The skin around her eyes crinkles. She gives her head a bashful shake.

“And don’t forget about birds, love.” I stand and lean forward, peppering kisses along her forehead. “The albatross were sympathetic. They mate for life. They understood where I was coming from.”

“But wait.” She stiffens. “You’re supposed to stay on with the Sea Alliance for the northern hemisphere summer, go to Japan and all that?”

“I quit to come here.”

“But…but…” She fumbles her words. “Bran, the dolphin drive hunts—”

“The crew leaders have time to sort staffing. This is where I need to be. I’m in exactly the right place.”

“I’m sorry.” She squeezes her eyes shut. “I made you quit.”

“You didn’t make me do anything. I wanted to be here, more than anything.”

“I’m weak.” Her hands form two fists. “You had to give up everything we fought for because I couldn’t hack it.”

“Come on, sweetheart.” I don’t like how she’s breathing, too quick and ragged. “Hang in there.”

“Don’t feed me some motivational kitten poster line.” She rolls away, giving me her back.

Oh, hell no. “We’re not playing this game, Talia.”
         

“What?”

“The one where you refuse to tell me what the hell you’re thinking.”

She grimaces. “Trust me, you don’t want the all-access pass to my head.”

“Let me be the judge of that.”

Two lines appear between her brows. “I’m tired.”

“Talia.”

“Think what I’ve just been through. This is a lot to process. Besides, I feel like shit, smell like shit, and I haven’t seen a mirror yet, but I’m a hundred percent certain I look even worse.”

“You’re you. Perfect.”

“Enough. Stop talking.”

“I’m dead serious.” I bend to kiss her.

“No.” She claps a hand over her mouth. “I haven’t brushed my teeth.”

“I crossed an ocean for you. Do you think I give two fucks?” I gently pry back her fingers.

“But I—”

My lips cover hers, and then she’s returning my kiss with such fierceness my breath stops and I hear colors. Our bodies entwine and I inhale deep like she’s a wildflower that blooms only for me as my fingers trace the delicate skin beneath her jaw. Each touch is an ode, a secret sonnet, composed just for her. I caress in lieu of words, want to give her myself, at my most basic—my body—blood and bones. Everything, every damn thing I am, or ever will be, is hers now and forever.

She breaks away, panting. “Holy hallelujah.”

“Yeah.”

“That was—”

“I know.”

“Hang on, I need a minute.” Her lids flutter closed. “Saying I missed you doesn’t come close. I require you.”

“I’m familiar with the feeling.”

She sniffles.

“Here’s what’s going to happen.” I smooth back a wisp of her hair. “You work on getting better and I’ll figure out how to take you home. Back to your family.”

Her irises darken to a bitter coffee brown. “What family?”

“Your dad. When we spoke this morning he made it clear he wants you to recover in California.”

“God, I can’t believe I’m doing this to him.” She gives a low, keening moan. “I’m the only kid he’s got left. My whole point should be not to cause unnecessary stress.”

“He’s fine. No worries.”

Fine if you leave out the part where he broke down, got himself under control, and then sounded like he’d enjoy nothing more than strangling me. I get it, this situation is stressful and he’s far away. Scott Stolfi didn’t get into specifics, but apparently his girlfriend is also in the hospital over in California. The bloke is getting slammed on all sides. Did my reassurances that I’d move heaven and earth for his daughter endear me to him?

That would be a no.

I have no idea where the hell Talia’s mother is, and I can’t leave. This is all on you and here’s how it’s gonna go, bud. You bring her back where she belongs, and then get the hell out of her life. You’ve hurt her enough. End of story.
         

“Fine, huh?” Talia’s look is skeptical. “He tends toward overprotective.”

“That’s good. He should. You deserve that.”

From both of us.
         

“Please don’t make me out to be this delicate thing.”

“Says the girl fresh from a coma and down ten kilos. Should I try to track down your mom?”

“No.”

“Are you—”

“Maybe you should go and wrangle some orange juice.”

“You’re not getting off that easy.”

“What about my blood sugar. I’m so weak and all.”

Fucking hell.
         

She fiddles with her sheet. “Look, I really am so sorry about the Sea Alliance.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for. The mission was a success. We located the whalers and their factory ship, put a complete halt to the hunting season. The only thing left to do was ramp our media efforts. Dial up the PR machine.”

Yeah, the mission was a success, except for me being a bloody idiot and damn near ruining everything.
         

I halt the bitter thought at the gate. You shall not pass.
         

The accident, the whole shit storm from that final day at sea is over and done with. This, right here, getting Talia better, that’s what’s important.

“You were supposed to stay on until October.”

“Did you honestly think anything would keep me from you?” I straighten and push up my sleeves.

She won’t stop moving her hands, fidgeting with the sheets, her hair. “What am I going to do? I mean, early terminating? Quitting the Peace Corps? Everyone expects me to be in Africa for two more years.”

“Wait—what? You can’t think to stay.”

She nodded. “During volunteer training they said that if we get sick, like really sick, we can go home, recuperate, and return within forty-five days. It’s called medical separation.”

I want to respond with no way in hell, but that’s the type of reaction that drove us apart in December. I scuff my Vans against the linoleum and clear my throat. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m not sure.” She exhales hard. “It’s a lot to consider.”

“For now keep the focus on recovering. Rally.”

“Rally?” She crinkles her nose like the word smells. “That’s what I always do. Throw on a happy face and march into the world.”

“I know, I know you do.”

“But the world doesn’t care.” Her voice cuts like a knife-edge. “No matter what I seem to do, how much effort I make, the world face punches me and says ‘Screw you, Talia.’”

This time when she rolls away, I let her go. Give her some breathing space. It can’t be easy, getting so sick, finding out you’ve been in a fucking coma. She’s all over the place, moods crashing together like waves after a storm. She survived a nightmare. If she needs time and space to settle, that’s a small thing for me to give. I’m taking her home. Afterward, I’m not sure what will happen. No matter what her dad says, I’m not leaving her side unless she tells me to.

It’s not that I don’t give Scott Stolfi respect for wanting me out of Talia’s life. If I were her father, I’d want me gone too. I’m the wanker who hurt his little girl.

And somewhere inside me, the guy who did that is still there.

I love Talia more than my next breath, and I hurt her worse than any enemy.

I can’t do that again.

Her place is in the sun. Am I enough to bring her there, or will I only cock this up and make everything worse? Drag her down a slippery slope the way I always manage to do despite my best intentions.

My whole life I’ve fought love.

Fuck it.

Some battles deserve to be lost.


	

    
	
		
Chapter Three

Talia
            



Time blurs in a hospital until it becomes impossible to determine a break between days; each hour gloms to the next. I would never have described myself as a person who can’t bear to sit still, but after two weeks cooped up in a bed, resting except for physical therapy appointments and the occasional bathroom visit, my muscles plead for movement.
         

That’s why when Bran disappears after we land in San Francisco Airport, I shake my head when he returns pushing a wheelchair. “Nope. Nuh-uh. No way, home-skillet.”

“Sit.” He dials up his signature fierce look, the one that causes our fellow disembarking passengers to rubberneck. Fine, so his eyes are insanely mesmerizing. And when he channels his force of will through them? Yeah, a mite hard to resist, but if I yield to his overprotective act by an inch, he’ll overwhelm me with attention. My weakness needs to end. We’re here, segued in this unexpected California detour. It’s important to face this moment on my own two feet—literally.

“I’m walking.”

“Captain.”

I stiffen even though he doesn’t mean anything mocking by his old endearment for me. I’m not Captain America. My only superpower is a bottomless ability to fail.

That’s not what I say though. People want to hear the positive even if you don’t mean a single optimistic word. My need to keep others happy traps me in a prison of false enthusiasm.

“Come on, lighten up, mate.” I flash my best fake smile, accompanied by a little hip wiggle. “My legs are seriously warped after that hellish flight.”

“I’m not messing around.” He slouches and balls his fists into the pockets of his red zip-up hoodie. With Bran there is a negative correlation between his lazy demeanor and his ratcheting temper.

“I can’t ride in that thing.” My legs wobble in a silent counterpoint.

His eyes hood and his cheeks twitch like he’s biting the insides. He’s been doing that a lot lately.

The atmosphere quivers. Tension drapes an invisible arm around my shoulders, the cool weight sending pinpricks down my spine. The silence spreads until it’s huge, restless, an uncaged lion pacing in the corner.

What if—what if we can’t work? What if he’s going to find out that I’m nothing but a—
         

“Let me in, please, sweetheart. I’m trying…I’ve…I’ve got to do something to help.” His soft accent falters, pushes over my rising panic like so many dominoes.

I hurl into the stupid chair with a heavy sigh like a total brat.

“Thank you.” A stiff little word but I know what it costs him, trying to keep control. Maybe his exhausting confidence of late is an act too. What if he’s faking as hard as I am? He might not know what to do either.

I’m not sure whether the idea is reassuring or terrifying.

I want to be the kick-ass girlfriend, spurring my guy on to chase impossible dreams. Instead, I’m sick, weak, and terrified that maybe malaria’s not done with me.

Who was I when I first fell in love with Bran?

A person who had courage to stare down an unfeasible situation and say, Sure, I’m up for the challenge.
         

Who was I when Bran threw himself at me like a wounded animal, all claws, abandonment fear, spit, and fang?

A person who accepted that the moon has two sides, light and dark.

Who am I now?

I feel like a lost soul rocking in the corner, fresh out of ideas.

Bran pushes me through the long line until it’s our turn at the passport desk.

“How long do you plan to stay in the United States?” The customs official glances from Bran’s face to his passport photo and back again.

My stomach squirms like a writhing snake. We’ve avoided any discussion about future plans, focused instead on the short term. I had to accept the reality that I couldn’t return to the Peace Corps, even with the medical separation. I was too sick, too shattered. Our discussions about the logistics of leaving Africa were easier to concentrate on than the looming issue of what we were going to do with each other. I treated the topic like an abandoned lot, filled with weeds and rusting cars, a subject to walk past and pretend to ignore.
         

Now a stranger is forcing the issue.

“Until this one gets better.” Bran cocks his head in my direction.

The woman scoots forward, peers at me with a faint frown. “May I see proof of a return ticket, sir?”

Bran digs out the photocopy of his itinerary. When we bought the tickets, he had to borrow money from his dad. He hasn’t said much, but I know the fact must eat at him. Add another bitter drop to my guilt bucket—soon it’s going to overflow.

“You’re on a temporary tourist visa.” The customs agent flips the passport to a blank page and stamps with obvious relish. “You have three months, starting now.”

Here we go again.

Visa issues.

Ticking clocks.

People imagine international romance is excitement, hot accents, and adventure. They don’t want to hear about the bureaucratic drudgery that threatens to harden the arteries of even the most passionate hearts.

I thought I was going somewhere.

Nope.

I am an idiot Icarus who flew too close to the sun.

Bran leans forward, his lips hover an inch from my ear, his breath a hot caress on my cool skin. “You okay, Captain?”

“Fine.”

“What are you thinking, thinker?”

“I’m just sitting here, a sitter.”

We roll past an American flag overhanging a framed photo of the president. His smile seems smug, as if to say, You really thought you’d get away?
         

Yes, sir. I kind of did.
         

“We’re up next.” Bran hands a final customs form to yet another officer who waves us toward big silver doors that open and shut like gnashing teeth. On the other side is California. I can’t shake the disorienting sense we’re heading in the wrong direction.

“Ready?”

Nope.
         

Bran crossed an ocean for me. I have to find the way out of this black swamp, but I’m manacled to an island of self-doubt, and the tide is rising.

The airport terminal is vast and airy. Eager strangers lean over the metal partition rail, clutch flowers and balloons. One familiar gaze locks with mine. I know those eyes—the same ones that stare back from the mirror.

“Peanut.” Dad slides under the rail, drops to one knee, and hugs me close. I wrap my arms around his broad shoulders and breathe in the spicy aftershave he’s worn since my earliest childhood memory.

“Daddy.” When I was little he was the one I went to when things broke. Toys. Shoelaces. He could always fix it. Growing up is a bitch at stripping away the illusions of safety. He couldn’t fix my sister’s broken body, his disintegrating marriage, or my defective brain.

He’s a good guy, my dad, one of the best, but he can’t fix everything.

“I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

“For what?”

“This mess.” I wanted to become something amazing and fell on my face.

“You’re going to be fine, Peanut. Just fine. Let’s get you home.”

I start to push myself to standing, when Bran rests his hand on my shoulder.

Dad snaps to attention, his gaze narrowing over the top of my head. He’d focused on me so hard it was like he forgot Bran was there.

Dad rises to his full six foot five inches. Bran’s got his own sexy, lean muscular thing going on, but he’s also around seven inches shorter.

“Mr. Stolfi,” he says, stiffly.

Mr.?
         

“Brandon.”

I swivel my head between them. They wear identical tight expressions. I swear, the same muscle twitches in the same place in their upper jaws.

“Um, what is going on?”

They both blink.

Dad speaks first. “Right, let’s get a move on. I’ll push. You got the bags, bud?”

“Yes, sir.” Bran’s words are polite but the tone is curt.

Their dynamic is all kinds of odd. It’s not that they were best friends last year when Bran came to visit, but they didn’t circle each other like posturing alpha dogs.

We head from the airport to the parking complex. The last time I was here, I was flying to Africa, uncertain, nervous about the next steps and ruined about Bran, but still, I had hope. Now my heart is a cracked, barren landscape.

Bran throws our two bags into the rusty blue 4Runner Dad’s driven since forever. He’s from working-class Monterey roots. Mom’s family comes from the opposite side of the peninsula in cashed-up Carmel. Dad earned decent money working for the U.S. Geological Survey and wanted to support us without all the old money bling. When Mom bailed, she ran straight back to the wealth. She currently freeloads full-time at my grandparents’ second home, an estate on the Hawaiian island of Kauai.

Did she know I was in the hospital? There’s no way I can ask Dad if they’ve spoken. I’m too afraid the answer might confirm my suspicions she’s really disowned me.

Dad maneuvers us out of the sprawling parking complex and into traffic. I almost call out that we’re going the wrong way. Santa Cruz is the other direction. Instead, he turns east, toward Sacramento where he lives with his new girlfriend—Jessie—a postdoc in wildlife biology at UC Davis. I’ve never met the woman, only seen an e-mailed picture. They met while working as guest lecturers on an expedition cruise ship in the North Atlantic last year. She’s leggy and blond, like Mom, except trade yoga wear for quick-dry pants and a Patagonia fleece.

I fiddle with the door lock. “How are you liking Sacramento?”

“Good. Real good.” Dad nods. “Great.”

“Excellent.”

He clears his throat. “I’ve got you booked in to see a top-notch doctor in Davis tomorrow.”

“Dad, I was at a perfectly good hospital in South Africa.” I swallow the edge from my tone, use the same neutral tone I’ve been giving Bran. All is great. No worries. Nothing to see here. “I received the best care possible.”

“I’m your father and want you checked from head to toe.”

I slide my hand to unlock and click the seat belt again for the fourth time, and it still doesn’t feel right. After a second, Bran takes my hand. The muscles in my stomach quiver; no butterflies today, only hornets. The urge to shake free from his grip and redo the buckle sets my teeth on edge.

After Pippa died, my health anxieties spiraled out of control, and seeking reassurance from doctors became a crutch. I’d go in with some phantom ailment, a lingering headache or mysterious twinge. They’d check me out and say I was fine. To get more sleep. Drink less coffee. I’d feel better for an hour, a day, a week, and then some other sensation would flare and start the whole gong show off again.

Things are different now. There’s no brief reassurance to be had in getting a checkup. Before departing Pretoria, the South African doctor informed me the strain of malaria I contracted could lead to all sorts of unanticipated repercussions like cerebral venous sinus thrombosis or cortical infarcts. Fancy-sounding names for terrifying outcomes like strokes or blood clots.

My prognosis is that I could be totally healthy…or a ticking time bomb.

The uncertainty is throttling any hope for inner calm, eats at me with a termite-like tenacity, leaves behind nothing but rot and carnage. None of my usual coping strategies are working. It’s like I’m sliding down a steep embankment, digging nails in the soil but the earth keeps crumbling.

Is my heart beating harder? Yeah, crap, my pulse is racing, but I’m just sitting here, not exerting myself. Is this panic or a sign malaria has destroyed my internal organs? Bran gives my hand another squeeze and his tenderness makes me want to cry.

We zoom past a billboard for medical marijuana. Hey, I wonder…not a bad idea, might help take the edge off—

“Earth to Talia, have you heard a word I said?” Dad says.

“Sorry, I didn’t sleep much on the plane.” I snap to, realizing I’m unconsciously running my tongue along my teeth, counting each incisor, bicuspid, and molar. Losing it, you are losing it.
         

He meets my gaze in the rearview mirror. “You’re going to the doctor tomorrow. Not up for debate.”
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