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            In remembrance of Zoe.
Half a heart…full of love.
            

         

      

	

    
	
		 
         
            For where your treasure is,
 there will your heart be also.
            

         
 
      

	

    
	
		 
         
            Prologue
 
            Ann

         
 
         NINE LOUSY MINUTES. That’s how long it takes the doctor to deliver the bad news. You’d think something like this would be an all-day affair, with lots of pomp and circumstance and maybe a condolence or two for what lies ahead. Nope, he’s all business.
         
 
         Oh well. It’s not like I wasn’t expecting it, and I certainly know what all the ramifications will be, because this is the exact outcome I was hoping to avoid.
 
         Now it’s unavoidable.
 
         After the doctor briefs us on a few details, my mom rushes out of the room sobbing. When she returns half an hour later, she hands me a brand-new diary.
 
         A diary?
         
 
         I thought maybe some chocolate or a new outfit to cheer me up. But no, a diary and a pen. She says no matter what happens—good or bad—she wants me to remember the next few months. “Make it your memoir,” she says. “Document the beauty of each new day. Paint a picture with your words.”
 
         Uh…OK. My younger sister, Bree, is the artist in the family, but given the circumstances, I see why my mom would want me to put my thoughts and feelings on paper.
         
 
         For posterity…should I have any.
         
 
         There’s a nurse in the room with us when Mom gives it to me, and she agrees that patients in my situation sometimes find it helpful to write down what they’ve been through—or what they’re still going through—because it can help them come to grips with the possible outcomes. She says psychologists call it “expressive therapy.”
 
         Perfect…now I’m my own therapist.
         
 
         Just to make sure I’m doing it right, I ask the nurse if I should just start writing from today forward, or if I should look back at the past. In order to really sort everything out in my head, she suggests I start at the very beginning—the point that started everything.
 
         That’s easy…it started with the butterflies.
         
 
         Actually, the butterflies had come and gone before that, but they were just sort of there, if you know what I mean. Not really doing anything. Then, when I was fifteen, they began to change, like a metamorphosis, getting bigger and more noticeable. I didn’t mind the butterflies, though. They motivated me. Forced me to focus. Fired me up to achieve more.
 
         Every time I stepped up on the starting blocks above the pool, I felt their flutters in my stomach. Sometimes they even ventured up into my chest and down into my arms.
 
         My coach told me to ignore the nervousness, but I embraced it—owned it, loved it—because I always swam faster when I was swimming scared.
 
         The year before, as a freshman, I knew I was the fastest girl on the team, but I capped my effort at maybe seventy-five percent, thinking the “cool crowd” would like me more if they weren’t always losing to me. That was probably me shying away from the butterflies, rather than leveraging them to my advantage.
 
         Anyway, my freshman strategy was an epic failure, so my sophomore year I took a different approach: Win every time, and don’t look back! It didn’t earn me any more friends than intentionally losing did, but at least they respected me. I think.
         
 
         The day that changed everything was our district meet. I was slated for six events and had already won the first five, earning three personal records and one new Oregon state record.
 
         The butterflies were on fire!
 
         As I stepped up on the blocks for my final event, the girl next to me was shaking out her arms and legs, loosening up. It was Bianca, the only other girl from my school who qualified for the four-hundred-meter Freestyle final. “Good luck, Ann,” she said, which caught me off guard.
 
         I happen to know for a fact that Bianca hated my guts. She was a senior, who didn’t take well to losing to underclassmen like me. She wouldn’t have even known my name if it wasn’t always ahead of hers on the leaderboard. “Thanks. You too.”
 
         She laughed and said she was kidding. Then she whispered so only I could hear, “I hope you drown.”
 
         The butterflies in my stomach were flying faster now. I focused on them instead of on the mean girl to my left. In a few minutes she could hate me all she wanted, but I’d be the one laughing all the way to the state finals. I shook my arms out, pressed my goggles over my eyes, and took a deep breath.
 
         Right then the loudspeaker guy said, “Swimmers, take your mark.”
 
         Swim cap in place? Check. Muscles tensed? Check. Butterflies swarming? Check. All systems were go.
 
         The buzzer rang…and I was off!
 
         In the water, everything felt perfect. This is where I belonged—staring at the bottom of a pool, beyond the criticism of others who don’t “get” me. When I popped up from my initial dive, I was already in the lead. After a few strong strokes my lead had grown. The competition was fast, but I was faster. As I came out of the second turn, I got a good look at the rest of the pack—I was nearly a full body length ahead of the next swimmer. I knew right then I could slow down and cruise to an easy victory, but that’s not me. I’m a competitor. I’d held back in years past, but not anymore. I pushed harder, churning through the water as fast as I could—a win is good, but a new record is even better. At two hundred meters it was becoming a landslide.
 
         If I listened carefully between breaths, I could hear the clapping and cheering. I had no friends in the crowd—unless you count my family, which I didn’t—but I pretended that everyone in the aquatic center was screaming for me.
 
         The butterflies in my stomach had gone largely unnoticed for the past hundred meters, but as I was closing in on the three-hundred-meter mark, they really began to buzz with excitement. They even fluttered up into my chest. Then out of the blue, for the first time ever, one of my friendly butterflies bit me! And it hurt!
 
         That exact moment in time was the very beginning of my nightmare—the singular point that changed everything.
 
         After the butterfly bit my chest, the world was chaos.
 
         My arms slowed down. I was floundering and flailing. Sinking, not swimming.
 
         I sucked water hard, gasping for breath, but the pain was too intense for anything but panic.
 
         The bottom of the pool was clearer than ever, and growing closer.
 
         The deep end that day was deeper than it ever was before.
 
         And darker.
 
         Oh crap, I thought in the final, fuzzy seconds before the darkness engulfed me. Bianca’s wish came true! I’m drowning! Please, God, I prayed, don’t let her win…
         
 
         Fly home, little butterfly, fly.
         
 
      

	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter 1
 
            Dell

         
 
         FOUR HUNDRED seventy days ago, right before my eyes, my oldest daughter died. Clinically, anyway. When they pulled her body from the pool, it was limp, like one of the rag dolls she kept on her bed when she was still a little girl. According to the giant timer on the swim-center wall, it took rescuers eighty-nine seconds of CPR to bring her back to life.
         
 
         Those were the longest eighty-nine seconds in the history of the universe; with each tick of the clock I felt like I’d aged another year. The four-hundred seventy days since, by comparison, have been fractions of an eyeblink. I honestly don’t even know why I started keeping track of the lapsed time. Maybe it’s because I didn’t want to forget the number of extra days we’ve been graced by her presence.
 
         Or maybe because I’ve been holding my breath since then, nervously counting the days until the next unforeseen hammer falls.
 
         I remember wanting to cover my son’s eyes when the medics began pounding on Ann’s chest, but my greater impulse was to rush to her side. I was helpless, though. Impotent. Unable to do anything but watch and cry as they worked on her. Then she sputtered, coughed, and took a ragged breath.
 
         Within minutes I was riding with her in an ambulance, holding her hand and praying to God that whatever was wrong with her wouldn’t be serious.
 
         When we finally got word from the doctors, my prayer went unanswered. Not only was it serious, it couldn’t have been much worse.
 
         “Congenital cardiomyopathy,” a cardiologist explained. “It’s a defect she’s had her whole life. It’s likely that the strain of swimming caused her to have a brief seizure, and then she went into cardiac arrest. She’s lucky to be alive.”
 
         “What are her chances for a full recovery?” I asked.
 
         “Fair.”
 
         Fair? I hate that word, because nothing ever is. Fair, I mean.
         
 
         As my granddad used to say, “Life is many wondrous things…but fair isn’t one of them.” The fact that my fifteen-year-old was in the hospital at all was just the latest evidence supporting this truth. Life is too unpredictable to be fair. It takes from some while giving to others, without rhyme or reason or warning. So don’t tell me that my daughter’s chances are “fair,” because then I’ll know for sure they’re not.
 
         As if to prove my granddad right, Ann has spent the last four hundred seventy days in and out of the hospital for ongoing procedures, specialized therapies, diagnostic exams, and countless routine checkups. Yet all of the medicines, tissue ablations, and open-heart surgeries have proven fruitless, which is, in this father’s opinion, far beyond unfair.
 
         Life is many wondrous things…but fair isn’t one of them. My granddad may have said it, but Ann knows the truth of it better than anyone.
         
 
         
              

         
 
         It is nine thirty at night and I’m sitting in the car in the driveway, trying to pull my thoughts together. I know Emily is probably worried by now, but I can’t help that. On a normal weekday I would’ve been home three hours ago, but Emily called before I left work and said I should join her at the hospital for some “new news.” New news tends to be bad news, and this was no exception.
 
         Emily and I left the hospital at the same time, almost ninety minutes ago, saying we’d have a chat with Bree and Cade as soon as we got home.
 
         She went straight home.
 
         I took a detour.
 
         I didn’t mean to, but as I turned onto Sunset Street and saw the steamy glass windows of the Sherwood YMCA, I had to go peek. I haven’t been to a swim center in four hundred seventy days, but this seemed as good a time as any to return. I didn’t go inside, though. Looking through the glass was more than enough. The swim team was there, tearing back and forth through their lanes like torpedoes. Ann should have been there too, leading them, but instead she’s back at the hospital coping with the worst news imaginable.
 
         My phone buzzed in my pocket while I was standing there. It was Emily, probably wondering what was taking me so long. I didn’t answer.
 
         I watched the swimmers until their practice ended, then I slowly paced back to the car. As I drove aimlessly around town for another thirty minutes, my thoughts were sunk with the weight of it all. Ann’s sickness, I mean. It’s not her fault, of course, but the effects of her health have been staggering. Financially, the burden has been huge, but I don’t even care about that—there’s no amount of debt I wouldn’t go into to keep my child alive. The heavier strain has been on Emily and me, which is why I was reluctant to head straight home.
 
         It’s like there’s this giant chasm between us that neither is willing to traverse. With each new day the gulf grows wider. We talk about bridging the gap, we pretend to do things that should close the distance, and yet each time we’re given more bad news about Ann, we seem to end up farther apart.
 
         I look at my watch. It’s nine forty. Emily just peeked out through the front window. She knows I’m here, so there’s no sense in delaying any longer. Besides, the kids deserve to know what’s going on before they go to bed.
 
         “Have a seat, guys,” I say soberly while hanging my coat in the closet.
 
         “Ann didn’t come home with you either?” asks Bree. “I thought maybe she was coming in your car.”
 
         Emily sniffles and wipes her nose. “Not tonight, Breezy.”
 
         I lock eyes with Emily. “Did you tell them anything yet?”
 
         She shakes her head.
 
         “What’s wrong with her now?” Cade is eleven and is just wrapping up fifth grade. He tends to say what he thinks, so I’m seldom surprised by his bluntness.
 
         “Have a seat,” I say again.
 
         Bree is the first to plop down on the couch. She’s only a little more than three years younger than Ann, but sooo different. Where Ann has always been fairly mature, Bree sometimes teeters on the childish side. Ann is average height for her age, but Bree has always been several inches taller than her peers. Ann likes long hair, Bree prefers short. Ann is quiet, and Bree…isn’t. Ann likes to think things through before proceeding, whereas Bree is perfectly fine leaping on a whim and accepting the consequences.
         
 
         Cade doesn’t prefer one sister over the other, but he definitely knows whom he can count on for what—Ann for assistance, Bree for trouble. Ann’s just always had those mother-hen, protective instincts, not that Cade necessarily always wants her help. I recall once when he was in kindergarten, when Emily and I were away, he jumped from our second-story window with a Hefty garbage bag as a parachute. Who came running out the back door of the house at just the right moment to break his fall? Ann. And who stepped in to save him in first grade when he picked a fight with a fourth-grade bully named Rick “The Brick”? Ann. And later that year, when Cade thought it would be fun to play Dodge-Car on the busy road near our house, who was there to drag him by the collar to safety, narrowly missing the delivery truck that nearly ran both of them over? Who else but Ann?
 
         It’s always Ann to the rescue, just as it’s almost always Bree who comes up with those harebrained ideas that get Cade into trouble.
 
         “Dell, you OK?”
 
         Emily’s comment alerts me to the fact that I’m staring blankly at Bree and Cade without saying a word. I nod, take a deep breath, and then carefully explain how the doctors are seeing increased fibrosis in both of Ann’s ventricles, while the functionality of her myocardium has continued to deteriorate to the point where cardiac death is becoming a constant threat. “They’re keeping her overnight to run some more tests,” I finish solemnly, “mostly because the irregular rhythm is back.”
 
         “Which means what, exactly?” asks Bree. “In simple words…so Dimwit can understand.”
 
         “Yeah,” remarks Cade, pointing back at her, “so me and Dimwit can understand.”
 
         Emily shakes her head and sighs, then cuts to the chase as tears fill her eyes, causing them to look glassy. “It means her heart isn’t healing…nor is it likely to. She needs a transplant. The sooner the better.”
 
         We’ve had enough family talks for the kids to know what a transplant means, and it isn’t good. “Only as a last resort,” we’ve told them from time to time when the subject came up. “The risks are high, and the outcome not always optimal.”
 
         As a wave of dread washes over me, I lean forward in my seat. “I want you guys to know, above all else, that things are going to be OK. In the long run, this will be the best thing for Ann, so we should be happy. And they do transplants like this all the time, so no worries there.” Easy words to say…I just hope they’re true. “But what it means is that we’re going to need something from you guys for the next several months. Two things, actually.” I pause to make sure they are listening. “Peace…and quiet. School gets out in a few weeks, and we can’t have you running around like mad March Hares all the time. It’s going to be more important than ever that Ann have a stress-free environment until she can have the surgery. Her heart literally might not be able to handle having to deal with some of your…well, your occasional shenanigans.”
         
 
         I hate to admit it, but I’m hardly one to talk about having peace and quiet at home. Or shenanigans, for that matter. Before Ann’s medical problems, I like to think that I was a pretty decent husband and father—calm, caring, fun to be around, that sort of thing. But nearly eighteen months of dealing with the uncertainty of the situation has taken its toll. Sometimes I blow up at the kids for the littlest things, such as accidentally spilling water on the floor or forgetting to flush the toilet. Once or twice I’ve heard Emily trying to cover for me, telling them I’m just overly stressed from work, but we both know that’s not the only thing eating at me. This chasm between Emily and me, it just has me constantly on edge. Her too. Sometimes I feel like so much of our focus is on Ann that there’s not much left for each other. Emotionally, we’re tapped out. We’re both still going through the motions of being parents, but somehow we’ve forgotten to be a couple. The result has been an increasingly dysfunctional relationship, including more and more frequent outbursts—snapping, fighting, arguing, complaining—from one or the other of us.
 
         “OK,” Cade says resolutely. “We’ll take it easy. For Ann.”
 
         Emily nods her head in appreciation. “She just needs to relax and be happy—‘chill,’ as you kids say—and bide her time until the right heart comes along. Then, hopefully, things will get better.” She glances at me briefly, then quickly looks away.
 
         Does she mean “better for Ann”? Or “better for us”?
         
 
         “When will she get it?” asks Bree.
 
         I have to shrug. “Tough to predict. She’s on a list, so she has to wait her turn. Could be a month before they find an adequate donor, could be much longer. But the doctors are really hoping it happens by the end of the summer. If she avoids strenuous activity for the next few months, she should be fine. But the longer it takes to find a donor, the greater risk of…well, let’s just pray they find a donor.”
 
         “So that’s what we have to look forward to this summer?” Bree whines. “Sitting around here doing nothing, all because Ann can’t do anything?” Bree’s not a bad kid, but she’s at that stage in life where she knows the world turns, she just hasn’t figured out that it doesn’t revolve around her.
 
         “Well, not quite,” I tell her. “An opportunity has presented itself, and we’d like to know what you think. As you know, your great-grandmother’s health has taken a turn for the worse. Now that she’s in the nursing home full-time, she really needs someone to look after things at her beach house, and we’ve been asked if we’d like to stay there for the summer. We talked it over with Ann tonight, and she would love a change of scenery. It’s kind of a win-win—the ocean would obviously be very relaxing for Ann, Mom would get to be near her grandmother all summer long, plus you guys would have the beach, so you wouldn’t have to be cooped up all day. What do you think?”
 
         For Cade, it’s a no-brainer. “Awesome!”
 
         Bree’s reaction, while less than enthusiastic, is no less predictable. “Uh…b-t-dubs, I have friends to think about. You’re taking me away from them all summer?”
 
         B-t-dubs. That’s Bree’s long way of saying “b-t-w,” which is a short way of saying “by the way.” Apparently it’s an eighth-grade thing. I tried telling her once that saying “by the way” would be a whole lot easier for people to understand, but she just rolled her eyes.
         
 
         “Breezy, it’s for Ann,” Emily replies.
 
         “It’s always for Ann,” she groans.
 
         “Your friends will still be here when you get back, Bree,” I interject. “And who knows, maybe they can visit over the summer. It’s not that far. I’ll be coming back and forth anyway—maybe I can bring a couple of them for a weekend.”
 
         “What do you mean you’re coming back and forth?” asks Cade. “You’re not staying there with us?”
 
         My eyes are drawn briefly toward Emily, but she looks away again. “Actually,” I reply pensively, “that’s the other thing we wanted to talk to you about. I know it’s not ideal, but I won’t be able to be there the whole time with you guys. I’ll go for a day or so at the start, to get you settled in, but then I’ve got to come back to Portland. I’ve got a lot going on at work right now, but I’ll come visit as often as I can on the weekends.”
 
         I hate lying to the kids. The truth is, Emily and I agreed we needed some space. Well…I agreed. Emily is mostly just going along.
 
         I look her way again. She wipes at something in her eye, then forces a weary smile and bravely tells the kids, “We’ll make do when he’s not around. The important thing is that Ann gets away for a little bit. She’s always loved the ocean.”
 
         “You guys aren’t like…separating or anything…are you? Because that would be totes lame.”
         
 
         “Totes,” I recently learned, is the lazy-teen vernacular for “totally.” And she’s right, separating would be “totes lame.” Maybe that’s why we’re not calling it a separation. It’s more just…an opportunity for some space.
 
         Sadly, it isn’t the first time in the past year that that particular question has been voiced in our home. It usually comes up after one of our arguments, during those awkward moments when we’re still not speaking to each other.
 
         “Oh, heaven’s no,” Emily gushes. “This is just…given the circumstances and everything…and let’s not forget it will be a good change of pace for everyone. So even if it’s not the perfect situation, at least we’ll be together as a family on weekends.”
 
         “Absolutely,” I chime in, trying to be positive for the sake of the kids. “As many weekends as I can break away.” I focus on Bree, then ask, “Why would you ask that, sweetheart?”
 
         She shrugs. “I dunno. Just making sure.”
 
         Emily scoots closer to Bree on the couch and puts an arm around her. “It’s been a really hard year, Breezy, and your father and I have certainly felt the strain that comes with adversity. But we love each other very much. So, other than Ann’s well-being, there’s nothing to worry about.”
 
         Bree gives a nod that she understands, but I’m not sure that she completely bought it. “Um, OK.” She pauses momentarily, and then says, “New topic. Is it OK for Ann to be so far away from here if a heart becomes available?”
 
         I glance at Cade, who looks a little squeamish. Talking about hearts so casually has never been easy for him. The unstated reality of his sister’s remark, which he only recently fully grasped, is that a human heart only “becomes available” when its owner no longer requires it. Even as a macho eleven-year-old boy, he still clearly finds the thought unsettling.
 
         “The doctors say it’s fine,” I explain. “She’ll have a pager on her at all times, and if we get a page—when we get a page—we’ll just need to get to the hospital within a few hours. Cannon Beach is only seventy-five miles away, so we have a little buffer. And in many cases, the donor is on life support, so they wouldn’t harvest the heart until we arrive. Worst case, they could arrange an ambulance service to get Ann there sooner if needed. But the doctor says the benefit of spending some relaxing time away at the beach far outweighs any risk of being farther away.”
         
 
         I can’t help but notice Cade cringing when I say “harvest,” as though we’re talking about picking vegetables from a garden.
 
         There is a momentary pause in the conversation, then Emily gently says, “Cade, you look like something’s on your mind. Care to share?”
 
         “Just thinking about Ann, I guess. She sometimes gets on my nerves and all that, but…I just hope she’s gonna be all right.” Without blinking, he asks, “She is gonna be all right, isn’t she, Mom?”
 
         Emily’s eyes start to fill up once more. She looks down briefly and then refocuses on our son. “There are no guarantees in life, Cade, so I can’t make any promises. The situation isn’t bleak, but neither is it rosy.” She stops to collect herself. “Ann understands the possible outcomes, and she’s trying hard to process that right now. But I’ll tell you what, I have no intentions of losing her. I have to believe there’s a heart out there just waiting to be shared by someone who God calls home. When we go to the beach, we all just need to love her and allow her to enjoy it, and give her the peaceful, restful environment that she needs. The rest is in God’s hands.”
 
         “Mom…,” Cade says hesitantly, as though unsure how to voice what he’s feeling. “I hope God has big hands.”
 
      

	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter 2
 
            Bree

         
 
         MY ENTIRE LIFE is a solar eclipse. Have you ever seen one, when the moon passes between the earth and the sun, blocking out all of the glorious light? Yeah, that is so my life. I’m the sun, Ann is the moon, and she’s always getting in my way. It’s not that I’m not sympathetic to her very real, very unfortunate situation, but when will it be my turn to shine?
         
 
         Mom and Dad say I have middle-child syndrome. I looked that up once, and I’m not so sure I do. I think I just have “undernoticed-child syndrome,” which is not even anything, ’cuz I just made it up, but it sounds like what I feel sometimes.
 
         If I did happen to develop middle-child syndrome, though, I guess it wouldn’t be like a big shock or anything. I mean, everything about me screams “middle”! Even my name is in the middle, and not by coincidence. My parents named us alphabetically from oldest to youngest—Ann, Bree, and Cade. Recently, though, Dad joked that they actually named us after the letter grades we would earn in school. I laughed when he said it, but in retrospect, it isn’t very funny. Whatevs. I guess I should just be glad they didn’t name me Faith. And b-t-dubs, his name is Dell—with a big fat D—so the joke is on him.
 
         
              

         
 
         It is early in the afternoon on Sunday, and I’m busily going through the mail…with a clothes steamer and a steak knife.
 
         “What are you doing?” Cade is standing in the doorway, staring at me and my tools.
 
         I knew I should have locked myself in the bathroom!
         
 
         “Oh, I’m telling Mom and Dad!” he shouts as he finally puts two and two together. “You’re being sneaky.”
 
         “I’m not being sneaky. I’m bored. But you’re too young to understand.” I know he hates being painted as young and dumb, but sometimes I just like to get a rise out of him.
         
 
         “Shut up.”
 
         “What? It’s true. Bored people sometimes do things that might be mistaken as sneaky, even if they’re totally not. Heck, I wouldn’t have even bothered getting the mail if I wasn’t bored out of my mind for like the millionth day in a row.” I pause and smile. “It’s because of you, Cade. Babysitting you is boring. You drove me to this.”
 
         “Shut up,” he says again. “I’m not a baby and you’re not my babysitter.” He motions to the letter in my hand. “Just open it already.”
 
         The letter is from the school district, addressed to the parents of Ann Bennett. It came in the mail with a stack of medical bills that my parents will likely request to defer, since they’re already overdue on others.
 
         I slide the knife beneath the envelope’s seal and gently peel it open.
 
         Then I read it and groan. “You’ve got to be kidding! Why does she have to get all of the attention?”
 
         “What does it say?”
 
         I clear my throat so I can read it in the snootiest voice possible, ’cuz that’s how it sounds in my head. “Listen to this: Dear Mr. and Mrs. Bennett. We are pleased to inform you that Ann has been selected as Student of the Year. We realize that she has faced substantial adversity throughout the school year, which only magnifies the significance of her accomplishments. It is no small feat that she has been able to maintain perfect grades during both semesters while working independently from home. We believe her success is a reflection of her dedication and commitment to education…Blah, blah, blah. We hope you are able to attend a year-end banquet, where she will be honored…Blah, blah, blah.” I slap the letter on the counter, just to make sure he knows how upset I am. “Can you believe that? The whole education system is screwed up. She didn’t even attend school, and they made her the Student of the Year! I got good grades too, you know! Mostly. Heck, I should get an award just for putting up with her all the time. Right?”
         
 
         “I guess.”
 
         “It’s so unfair. Just because she’s sick, she get’s everything handed to her. Ugh. I hate her.”
         
 
         “You do?”
 
         “Yes!” I pause, then back off. “Well, maybe not ‘hate.’ But not ‘like,’ that’s for sure.”
 
         Do I have to like my sister? I mean, I think I love her—not out loud or anything, but inside. Isn’t that enough? Do I have to like her too? I bet I’d like her a lot more if her health problems didn’t overshadow everything I do!
 
         My life is a solar eclipse.
         
 
         I neatly fold up the paper, shove it back in the envelope, and reseal the flap. Part of me hopes she’ll notice it was tampered with so I don’t have to pretend to be surprised and happy for her when she announces the good news.
 
         A few hours later, Ann comes home from the hospital wearing brand-new, fluffy, pink designer slippers. My best friend, who is lucky enough to be an only child, has the same exact pair in blue that I’ve been drooling over. I can’t help but howl when I see them on Ann’s feet. “Mom, I showed you those slippers at the mall just last week! I said they would make a nice present, but I didn’t mean for her.” Redirecting my frustration to the recipient of my parents’ generosity, I add, “Unbelievable. Every time you go to the doctor, you come home with something new. And what do I get? Stuck babysitting, that’s what! Totes lame! I hardly even get to see my friends anymore because I’m always stuck at home with Cade!”
         
 
         “Oh, excuse me for being born with a crappy heart,” replies Ann, her face heating up. “Maybe you’ll feel better after I die.”
         
 
         “Girls!” snaps Mom. “That’s enough. And Ann, you’re not going to die. You’re going to get a new heart, so don’t say that.”
 
         Dad is carrying Ann’s backpack so she won’t have to lift it on her own. No surprise there; she never has to lift a finger. While setting it down on the counter he gives me “the glare.” “Remember what I said last night, young lady? Peace and quiet. No arguing, period. Especially with Ann.”
         
 
         I deliberately roll my eyes. Interestingly, so does Ann. “I don’t live in a bubble,” she tells him. “If Bree wants to express herself, I don’t have a problem with that. I’d rather know how she really feels than have her walking on eggshells.”
 
         “I have a problem with it,” Dad responds. “This family can—and wants to—support you while you’re going through this. Isn’t that right, Bree?”
         
 
         “Right,” I mumble.
 
         “Good. Now, is there something you’d like to say to your sister?”
 
         I don’t want to, but finally I say, “Sorry Ann. I…um…really like your slippers. Maybe someday I’ll get a pair like that. You know…if I break my neck or something.”
 
         Dad immediately points to the stairs. “To your bedroom. Now. And stay there until you can be a little nicer.”
         
 
         “What?” I reply, throwing my arms up as I stomp out of the room. “I said sorry…”
 
      

	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter 3
 
            Ann

         
 
         I DON’T KNOW why Bree always gets so jealous. Sometimes I just want to scream at her, “You have a healthy body! What more do you want?” But a healthy body isn’t the only thing she’s got. She’s popular, she’s talented, she’s got a ton of friends, she’s got an outgoing personality. I could go on and on. And yet she’s all jacked up about some dumb slippers that Mom picked up on discount to give me something to smile about after learning that I need a heart transplant?
         
 
         Does she not understand that I’m a time bomb waiting to explode, and that I might not ever get a heart? Or that even if they find a decent match, my body could reject it?
 
         I love Bree, but sometimes she gets on my nerves. I wish she’d see that I’m the one who should be jealous of her. She wants my slippers, but I would love to be in her shoes. Still, I would never wish my problems on Bree. She’s got too much potential that would be wasted. People would miss her if she had a heart attack and died. If it happens to me, I doubt anyone will know the difference…
 
         
              

         
 
         I’m sitting by myself in the living room when Cade comes up from behind and pokes his nose over my shoulder. “Whatcha got?”
 
         I hold it up for him to see. “My pager. It’s sort of my lifeline. I’m supposed to keep it with me day and night for when they find me a heart.”
 
         “Why don’t they just call your cell phone?”
 
         “This has a better signal. They can pretty much reach me anywhere, even without a cell tower nearby.”
 
         He’s fascinated, so I let him hold it. He cradles it gently, like a baby bird. It’s all black and about the size of my palm, with a belt clip on one side and a digital display for text on the top. “Pretty cool,” he says.
 
         “Actually, not so cool.” It’s hard to put it in words, but I try my best to explain to him that ever since they gave it to me I have this constant pit in my stomach. I keep looking at it, thinking it could start buzzing at any moment, but then it doesn’t, which is nerve-racking. It’s like I can’t relax with it near me, but I probably couldn’t relax without it either, because I’d be too worried about missing my page. Kinda sucks.
 
         “Is that why you’re staring at it?” he asks. “Hoping it will go off?”
 
         “No. I was just thinking how—Never mind. You’ll think I’m stupid.”
 
         “No I won’t.”
 
         “Yeah, you will. I know you.”
 
         Cade sits up as tall as he can. “I won’t! Cross my heart and hope to die.”
 
         The comment hits me hard, and I don’t bother hiding my reaction. He immediately apologizes and says he’ll never say that again.
 
         I think about it for a second, then tell him not to be sorry, because I’ve said that a thousand times too. I just never thought about what it means until right now. It’s really kind of morbid.
 
         After a brief silence, I decide to answer his question, just to change the subject. I take back the pager and hold it gingerly in my hand. “I was thinking…it’s like me,” I tell him quietly. “Kind of vanilla. Plain. All it does is sit around waiting for something to happen.”
 
         He looks confused. “You’re like the pager?”
 
         “Uh-huh. I saw doctors at the hospital walking around with these cool, flashy ones—very sleek and shiny. But they gave me the plain black one. No style, just a little boring.”
 
         I’m not trying to be critical of myself…just self-aware. It’s no secret that I like to play it safe. Apart from swimming, I’ve always had a hard time putting myself out there, I guess. I’m nothing like my sister in that regard—she’s anything but safe.
 
         Is it a bad thing to be the dependable and predictable one? Or would it be better to be like Bree, carefree and spontaneous?
         
 
         I like who I am, but sometimes I wonder. Just once, instead of playing the hostess, it might be nice to be the life of the party.
 
         Cade seems surprised that I just called myself—and the pager—boring. “So change it,” he says.
 
         “I can’t just give it back to the hospital and ask for another one.”
 
         “No. I mean change it. Paint it or something. Make it less boring.”
         
 
         “Can I do that?” I admit, I feel dumb posing that question to my little twerp of a brother, but it’s really more of a rhetorical question.
 
         “You’re asking me? I’m eleven. But if it’s your pager…” He leaves the thought blowing in the wind, perhaps hoping it will land somewhere fertile and take root.
 
         It does.
 
         I stare at Cade for several seconds, and then at the pager, and then again at Cade. “You know what?” I say eventually. “I am going to change…the pager. Stay here.” I get up and leave the room without saying another word. In a few minutes I return downstairs with six or seven bottles of nail polish, all different colors. Cade doesn’t have socks on, so he quickly tucks his feet beneath himself to hide his toes—I painted them once before with alternating pink and purple, and his friends still tease him about it. For the next twenty minutes I methodically dip and dab until a colorful picture begins to emerge on the pager’s black plastic shell.
 
         “Who is it going to be?” Cade asks as a face takes shape on the front of the pager, with pearlescent highlights flowing down the sides and back.
 
         “Just a face,” I tell him. “A friend. Someone to look back at me until I get my heart.”
 
         In the end, my enamel friend has sparkly orange hair, lavender eyes, hot-pink lips, and French-vanilla teeth. The final touch is a ruby-red heart on the pager’s lower-right corner, where the figure’s chest would be.
 
         “I think I’ll call her Page.”
 
         “Pretty cool,” he says when I give him a closer look.
 
         “Yeah,” I reply, feeling a sense of pride in what I’ve done. Then a horrifying thought occurs to me: “Dad’s going to kill me.”
 
         “Nah. He’ll only be mad for a minute. He won’t yell at you anyway. You’re off-limits, at least until after the transplant.”
 
         Cade’s right. Dad and Mom let me get away with just about anything, because they don’t want to upset me in any way. It’s kind of nice, but I know it drives Bree and Cade crazy sometimes, because they don’t get away with anything.
 
         I lower Page and absently reply, “Yeah…until then.”
 
         I’m about to get up and head to my room, but a muffled cry from the other end of the house stops me. “Was that…?”
 
         Cade looks worried. He whispers, “I think they’re fighting again.”
 
         A few seconds later a door slams shut, then it slams shut again. In no time at all, my father comes striding through the living room, tailed by my mom. He’s fuming. She’s crying.
 
         He’s headed for the closet to grab a jacket. She’s maneuvering to the front door to block it.
 
         Neither of them seem to notice us on the couch, so we just sit there, watching the drama unfold. If we had popcorn, this might feel like a movie. And the script would go something like this:
  
         
            MOM
            
 
            (crying)
            

         
 
         
            I can’t even talk to you without you blowing up! All I said was it’d be nice if you helped out a little more around the house.

         
 
         
            DAD
            

         
 
         
            But the way you said it! It’s like you’re constantly accusing me of being lazy! Do you know how hard I work for this family?
            

         
 
         
            MOM
            
 
            (Tears streaming down her face;
            
 
            she doesn’t bother wiping them away.)
            

         
 
         
            I didn’t say you don’t work hard!

         
 
         
            DAD
            

         
 
         
            You insinuated.

         
 
         
            MOM
            

         
 
         
            This is so stupid! I should be able to ask for a little help without you blowing it out of proportion. I can’t do it all myself, Dell.

         
 
         
            DAD
            

         
 
         
            And I can’t have you nagging me every time I sit down for five seconds to rest, just because you feel like something needs to be done that very instant.

         
 
         
            MOM
            

         
 
         
            Except if I didn’t ask you, it’d never get gone. Or I’d end up doing it myself, which is usually what happens.

         
 
         
            DAD
            
 
            (pulling on his jacket, huffing loudly)
            

         
 
         
            Are you going to get out of the way? I can’t be around you right now.

         
 
         
            MOM
            
 
            (somewhat sarcastically)
            

         
 
         
            Right. Just like you can’t be around me when we go to the beach, except for (She drops her voice to mimic his.) ‘as many weekends as I can break away.’ Admit it, you could stay longer if you wanted to.
            

         
 
         
            DAD
            

         
 
         
            Is that was this is all about? You pick a fight with me about putting my shoes away because you’re mad about the beach house?

         
 
         
            MOM
            

         
 
         
            No, but you are being really selfish with your time. It’s our daughter, Dell. You should be around more than just a weekend here and there.
            

         
 
         
            DAD
            

         
 
         
            Oh, now I’m being selfish? Really? Did you really think I’d be able to stay all summer at the beach? I have a job, Emily. Is it selfish to want to stay gainfully employed? My job—and the insurance that comes with it—is the only thing keeping us afloat.

         
 
         
            MOM
            
 
            (whispering)
            

         
 
         
            You don’t even want to come. Admit it…

         
 
         
            DAD
            
 
            (shakes his head in disbelief)
            

         
 
         
            I’ve got to get out for a little bit. We’ll talk about this later.

         
 
         
            MOM
            
 
            (fresh tears welling up)
            

         
 
         
            Where are you going?

         
 
         
            DAD
            
 
            (glances at us, then at Mom)
            

         
 
         
            Out.

         
  
         I hate hearing them talk like that. I wish I could just get up and run out the door myself so I wouldn’t have to witness the crumbling of their marriage. But I am held in place by the worst kind of fear there is.
 
         The fear of the unknown.
         
 
         The fear of not knowing what the future holds for our family.
         
 
      

	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter 4
 
            Emily

         
 
         A TUNNEL. That’s how Ann described her near-death experience—like heading down a very dark tunnel, with no end in sight. She said she knew what was happening—that she was dying—and she was looking for a light on the other side. At length, a sliver of light crept into view. At once, she felt complete peace and she knew that all would be well. Then, without warning, she was thrust back into the bitter jaws of mortality, where light was plentiful, but so was pain.
         
 
         She doesn’t talk about the experience anymore, but I think about her “tunnel” all the time. Maybe that’s because right now, on the worst days, I view myself in a similar tunnel, looking for the light. There is darkness around me so often, born of worry and fear and frustration at all of the things in my life that seem to be going wrong. All I want is a little light at the end, to know that everything is going to be OK.
 
         What have I done…?
         
 
         I lean against the door for a full minute after Dell leaves, staring at the ground, not saying a word. I know the kids are all watching me—Ann and Cade on the couch, Bree at the top of the stairs—but I can’t bring myself to look at them. They must be so disappointed.
 
         Isn’t marriage supposed to be about love? Don’t we love each other? Why, then, is it so hard? Why am I so weary? And sad? And lonely? And heartbroken?
 
         And guilty.
         
 
         I take a deep breath, feeling my chest swell, then retract. The air fills my soul with a tiny shred of hope that somehow, some way, this will all pass.
 
         We’ll make it. We have to.
         
 
         I finally stand erect and lift my gaze to meet my audience. “I’m sorry, kids.” My voice is still shaky. “Especially to you, Ann. But please don’t worry about your father and me. This is just a little misunderstanding.”
 
         “Sure, Mom.” I can’t tell if Ann is agreeing with my comment or sarcastically expressing doubt about it. I guess it doesn’t matter.
 
         I lift my chin and announce, “Tomorrow will be a better day.” Slowly, but deliberately, I begin moving in the direction of my bedroom. As I pass by the couch, I silently mouth the words, “I hope.”
 
         
              

         
 
         The bedroom is warm, but the bed is cold. It’s been like this for a while now, and I don’t just mean tonight. Gone are the times when we kissed good night, then slept as one, wrapped together, sharing each other’s heat. Nowadays, we turn out the lights in silence and retreat immediately to the lonely edges of our mattress, lying awake, neither of us venturing so much as a toe across the unseen middle divide. We’re more like boxers in our corners awaiting the bell to fight than lovers wishing for a small sign of tenderness. I know he could reach me if he tried—and I him—but of late, neither of us have been willing.
 
         Tonight, I stretch my arm as far as I can across the cold bed, wanting to touch his broad shoulders…but I know the act is a lie. If he were here, I would not be so bold. I would keep to my side, to myself, waiting for him to want me…and he never would.
 
         It is almost one in the morning, and Dell has still not returned home.
 
         I can’t sleep when he leaves. I worry about him. I want him here with me, even if we’re fighting.
 
         Fighting is infinitely better than ignoring!
 
         And resolving our differences…well, that’s infinitely better than fighting.
 
         I wish I knew what to say or do to get us out of this rut.
 
         I wish I knew how to show him that we’re not broken, just bent.
 
         I wish he would come home, walk into the bedroom, take me in his arms, and just…love me. Like he used to. I would apologize, I swear it! I would love him back.
 
         At a quarter after one I hear the front door open, then close. Then footsteps across the floor. They stop outside our bedroom. The door opens, and Dell’s shadow enters.
 
         The black shape crosses to his side of the bed and undresses in the darkness, then slips beneath the covers.
 
         “You awake?” he whispers.
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “Sorry about earlier.”
 
         “Me too.”
 
         There is a long silence. “So…we OK?”
 
         Are we? “I guess.”
         
 
         Another pause. “Good night, Emily.”
 
         “Good night.”
 
         That’s it. No kiss. No embrace. Not even any resolution.
 
         The bed is still cold…
         
 
      

	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter 5
 
            Cade

         
 
         THE PRINCIPAL is standing inside the front door when I get to school. “Ahoy there, matey,” he says. “Be that Mr. Bennett beneath the eye patch?”
         
 
         “It be indeed, Principal Smitty.”
 
         Principal Smitty is a good guy. I’ll miss him next year when I move up to middle school. He’s very big on “spirit days” as a fun way to “kiss another school year good-bye,” as he likes to say, so every day during the last week of school has its very own theme. Monday was Make-Your-Own-Hat Day. To show my spirit, I wore a giant sombrero made of cardboard and scraps of linoleum I found in the basement, plus duct tape and bright blue glitter from Mom’s craft desk. The best part was that it stuck out at least a foot and a half from my head and poked people when I turned. For Tuesday’s Pajama Day I swiped one of Bree’s pink nightgowns and wore it over a T-shirt and a pair of shorts. I barely got past the front office before the vice principal, an old fart with crooked teeth, pulled me aside and made me take it off. Worse, he made me call my mom (for like the tenth time this year), just in case she’d forgotten what a “special” son she’s raising.
 
         Wednesday and Thursday were Backward Day and Mismatched-Socks Day, but in protest over the whole nightgown thing I chose not to participate. This morning, though—the last day of school—the protest is over. How can I not participate in Talk-Like-a-Pirate Day?
 
         This is the best day ever! And I’m a natural! With a little effort, I manage to stay in character all the way until the end of school. When the final bell rings, I’m having so much fun that I decide to see how long I can keep it up at home.
 
         “Avast, woman,” I boldly tell my mom when I walk through the front door after getting off the bus. “I be home fer the summer. Have ye snacks to eat?”
 
         “Ahoy, Cap’n Cadey,” she laughs. “Welcome home. How was your last day?”
 
         “It be good…er, was good. But have ye no cookies or whatnot fer munchin’? I be a hungry pirate.”
 
         “Sorry, kiddo. Not today. Your dad is on his way home right now, and he’s bringing a special surprise that I need to get ready for.” She turns to go, but stops halfway. “Which reminds me. I need you to find a sleeping bag and an extra pillow. You’ve been volunteered to give up your bed tonight.”
 
         “Somebody else be sleeping in me bed?”
 
         “Yes sir, Captain sir. We’ve got a stowaway for the night.” She winks and then speeds off to her bedroom.
 
         What the heck is that supposed to mean? A stowaway? In my bed? “Arrgg,” I grumble as I go down to the bonus room in the basement.
         
 
         Bree’s bus hasn’t arrived yet from the middle school, but like most days, Ann is sitting on the couch in front of the TV. “Hey Cade,” she says as I walk by. “You have a good day?”
 
         I stop in place, eyeing her suspiciously, as any good buccaneer would do. “Aye.”
 
         “Huh?”
 
         “Aye, said I. It be Talk-Like-a-Pirate Day.”
         
 
         “Oh. Wasn’t that just for school?”
 
         Channeling Blackbeard, I growl, “It be fer as long as I want it to be fer!”
 
         “Whatever.” She turns back to her daytime drama. When I come out of the storage closet a minute later and toss my favorite sleeping bag on the couch next to her, she looks away from the TV long enough to tell me I shouldn’t make a mess because Mom is cleaning the house in preparation for our trip.
 
         It’s not too often that I know something that Ann doesn’t, so I jump at the chance to share the news. “She’s cleaning for a guest, not for our trip.”
 
         Now I have her full attention. “Seriously?”
 
         Oops…that didn’t sound like a pirate. “What I meants to say, is, yer old lady dun found a stowaway, and she be sleeping like Goldilocks in me bed ’til morn.”
         
 
         Ann’s eyes bulge a bit. “Wow, you’re actually really good at that. Annoying, but good. But tell me you’re not serious. Someone is staying here? Tonight?”
 
         “Aye. A surprise, said she. And I be booted to the couch like a filthy bilge rat.”
 
         “A what rat? Wait. You know what, never mind.” She dismisses me and returns to her show.
 
         With nothing better to do, I stay there and watch it too.
 
         When Bree arrives a little later, she lies down on the floor in front of us. “Did you guys hear someone’s coming over?”
 
         “Who told you?” Ann asks.
 
         “Mom. Didn’t she tell you?”
 
         “No.” Once again, Ann looks mad at being left out of the loop.
 
         “Well, did you get off the couch today?”
 
         “I’ll have you know,” Ann replies calmly, “that I reread Anne of Green Gables today. The whole thing. One day. You’d be lucky to get through half that much.”
         
 
         “Yeah,” Bree chuckles, “because it would totally put me to sleep.”
 
         Ann’s face turns a little pink. “Can you just be quiet? I’m watching a show.”
 
         Bree jumps to her feet. “This is totes lame. I don’t want to start my summer vacation sitting around watching a sappy soap opera. Cade, did you see Dad bought a new garbage can?”
 
         “Yeah.”
 
         “Well, I was thinking, before it gets all dirty and stuff…you want to see what it’s like rolling inside it down the hill at the park?”
 
         “Aye, aye! The big hill, or the little one?”
 
         “The little one is for sissies,” she says. Then under her breath she adds, “It would be perfect for Ann.”
 
         Ann pretends not to hear.
 
         Ten minutes later we’re at the top of a fifty-yard slope. I climb inside the can and hold on tight as Bree gives me a shove. As she lets go, she shouts, “Bon voyage, sucker!” Thirty yards later my head is ready to explode from the spinning.
 
         Ten yards after that I cry out for help.
 
         As I reach the flats at the bottom of the hill and begin to slow, I try—unsuccessfully—to stick my nose out for some fresh air, but it’s too late. With the entire world still doing flips in my head, I puke all over myself. Twice.
         
 
         Bree comes running down the hill behind me, laughing so hard that it brings her to tears.
 
         Mom doesn’t think it’s funny at all. She gasps when I walk through the back door a few minutes later and step into the kitchen, drenched in my own mess. “What happened?”
 
         “Rough seas,” I say stoically as I wipe my mouth on my sleeve. “Went down with me ship.”
 
         Then my odor reaches her nostrils. “Oh goodness, our guest will be here in ten minutes! Straight to the shower, young man. Double time! And don’t come out ’til you smell like a rose.” As I make my way down the hallway, she calls out once more. “Put your clothes outside the door, Cade. I’ll start a load before anyone catches a whiff of you.”
 
         Once I’m good and clean, I wrap a towel around my waist and stroll into the hallway. I haven’t gone two steps from the bathroom when Bree yells, “They’re here! They’re here!”
 
         “Who’s here?” I shout back, picking up speed toward the front door.
 
         When I come around the corner of the entryway, Bree has her face pressed against the window. “Dad and the guest!” she says with such excitement that her hair bounces with each word. “I saw them pull in.”
 
         The first thing Mom sees when she joins us from the kitchen is my towel around my waist. “Cade, what are you doing? Go put some clothes on! You can’t just waltz around half naked.”
 
         At the same time, Ann appears from the basement, stopping one step below the landing. “No doubt. Cover up that scrawny white body before you blind us all.”
 
         “I will,” I mutter, “After I see who it is.”
 
         There’s only room at the little window near the door for one person, so Bree gives us a play-by-play of what’s happening outside. Well, she tries, but what she says is not very helpful. “OK, the car door is open…wait…who needs one of those? It kinda looks like…no, can’t be. Oh, there they come…still coming…closer…Is that…? Yes, it—No…is it?” There’s a long pause—longer than it should take for someone to walk from the driveway to the front door. Bree finally turns around. “Mom, is that who I think it is?”
 
         “Tell us who, already,” demands Ann.
 
         A second later the front door swings wide open. In the doorway, standing behind a four-wheeled walker, is an old woman with funky reddish hair, dark sunglasses that hide half her wrinkly face, and a pink sweater.
 
         “Welcome!” Mom exclaims. “Come in, come in!” She joins the old woman at the door and reaches over the walker to give her a hug.
 
         “Oh, my little Emily! How are you, darlin’?”
 
         “Good, good. I’m just happy you had time to come see us. Can I help you with anything?”
 
         “Well, you can get this durned walkamajig outa my way. I don’t really need it. Handy on the plane, though. One look at this puppy and I was the first to board.”
 
         Mom moves the walker against the wall, not too far from where I’m standing. “Mom,” I whisper, trying to keep from being noticed, “who is that?”
 
         Either I’m terrible at whispering or the old lady has really good hearing aids. Stepping through the door in my direction, she cackles softly and peels off her shades, revealing two bright blue eyes and more wrinkly skin. “Who else? It’s me! Aunt Bev!”
 
         Great-aunt Bev, to be exact—my great-grandmother’s sister. That’s about all I know about her, other than that she lives year-round in Florida. I don’t remember where, exactly, but I know it’s within an hour’s drive of Disney World, because my parents took us there like three years ago, and we stayed with Aunt Bev and all the other old people in her retirement village rather than getting a hotel for the week. That was back in the good old days before anyone knew Ann had a heart condition.
 
         “Wow,” I tell her. “You look really different.”
 
         Aunt Bev tussles the back of her hair playfully. “Yes, well, I got a little bored in Cannon Beach, and a beautician there said dusty red is the new gray for old women. It may grow on me yet. If not, I can correct it in Florida.”
 
         A lightbulb finally turns on in my head: Aunt Bev flew out to Oregon to visit her big sister—my great-grandma—in Cannon Beach. She’s been there for like six weeks, mostly just taking care of the house and spending time at the nursing facility looking after her big sister. Now that we’re heading to the beach and can help with Great-grandma, she’s on her return trip to the palm trees of Florida.
         
 
         “Out of the way, coming through,” says Dad as he steps through the doorway. Each of his arms is weighed down with one of the woman’s two large suitcases. He sets them down to close the door, then lifts them again and steps around Bev. “We’ve got a room all made up for you upstairs. I’ll leave these there.”
 
         “Bless your heart. Drive all the way out to the beach to pick me up, and then carry my luggage to boot.” Turning to my mom she says, “I always said you married well. You love that Delly boy, Em, and don’t let him go.”
 
         Mom and Dad look at each other awkwardly, then he disappears up the stairs. “I’m trying,” Mom says, mostly to herself.
 
         Turning toward me, Bev pinches my arm. “You’ve grown a bushel and a peck since I last saw you, haven’t you, Cade?” Her pinch on my bare skin reminds me that I am still standing there shirtless, holding the towel at my waist.
 
         I glance down at my chest to examine my “pecks.” “I guess so,” I tell her, feeling more than a little embarrassed. Whatever a bushel is, I’m pretty sure I haven’t grown one since my trip to Disney World.
 
         Bev and Mom both burst into laughter. Ann and Bree snicker too. “That’s just old farmer-speak,” cackles Aunt Bev. “Nowadays, a bushel and a peck just means ‘a lot.’”
 
         “It’s time for you to get some clothes on, Cade, and cover up those ‘pecks,’” Mom says. “Hurry up. Aunt Bev will still be here when you’re decent.”
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