

  

    

  



  Mistakes from the past return to haunt them...




  When an unexpected tragedy in her family sends her mother into a deep depression, 17 year old Jane Aaron is forced to run the family dance studio on her own while struggling to keep her family from falling to pieces...and keep their family’s shameful secrets hidden. The last thing she needs is a difficult new student with a grudge against the world to make her life even harder. Especially now that her health seems to be falling to pieces right along with her family.




  Secrets with the power to shatter everyone they love...




  Carter Fairchild thought he had it all planned out until a terrible accident leaves him handicapped and threatens his entire future. Jane is the only one who can help him recover in time. But when their feelings for each other turn into love at the worst possible moment for both of them, will they allow their past mistakes and the dangerous secrets each of them hold destroy their chance at a future together? Or will the ghosts from both their pasts have the power to shatter everything...and everyone...they care about the most?
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  Chapter 1




  




  Jane Aaron




  It was the whispers in the darkness of my bedroom that woke me, and then the absence of the Degas night light in the hallway that let me know something was wrong. I had just enough time to sit up and say, "Who's there?"




  Then multiple sets of hands grabbed my shoulders, arms and ankles and held me still.




  "Don't scream or you'll regret it," a voice whispered near my ear. And then I knew. This was it, the night I had waited so long for in both hope and fear. The night that could either bring my dreams to life or crush them forever. Taking a deep breath, I nodded and forced my tense muscles to stay still as a strip of cloth was wrapped across my eyes then tied behind my head just below my ponytail. Then all those hands ripped away my covers and lifted me into the air.




  "This really isn't necessary," I muttered, though I knew it was pointless. "I can walk, you know."




  Snickers from all around me as I was carried down the hall of my family's home.




  "Yeah, we know. Now be quiet."




  I thought I recognized that female voice in spite of its being artificially roughened in an attempt to hide the speaker's identity, but I wasn't sure. Of course it was one of the seniors, but which one? Hailey? Sarah?




  I would find out soon enough.




  Footsteps thudding on the wooden front deck followed by the creak and thud of the door let me know we were now out of the house and someone had at least taken the time to shut the front door after the group's exit. We paused for a second amid quick whispered directions at the steps, then I was roughly jostled from side to side, the blood rushing to my head to pound against my skull as they carried me down the steps head first.




  Then I was stuffed into some kind of vehicle with a long back seat. An SUV maybe, or a truck with an extended cab?




  The vehicle's engine started, doors all around me closed, and we began to bounce roughly down the rutted gravel and dirt driveway, then out onto the equally pitted gravel and dirt roads. I could tell where my takers were headed by the right turn we made at the end of the road my house was on, followed by the long serious of hills, and then a stop before going straight again. This was the same drive I had taken every day for years. We were headed into Emerson, the tiny Nebraskan town I had lived in all my life.




  A few minutes later, the vehicle stopped and again my takers insisted on carrying me up a hill, grass covered judging by the lack of crunching sounds under their feet. Two minutes later we stopped, and beyond the black cloth over my eyes I could see a hint of bright light. But the cloth made all the shapes beyond it blurry.




  Still, I knew where we were. Because this wasn't the first time I had been woken in the dark of my bedroom and taken away blindfolded. The same thing had happened to me last year at this time.




  The difference was last time I had immediately known the outcome of being taken in the dead of night.




  This time I didn't, and it was that crucial difference that made my heart pound like crazy now.




  My takers set me onto my feet, then hands at my shoulders pushed me down onto my knees. Immediately cool dew from the grass began to soak through my cotton pajamas, but at least the now wet cloth gave me some protection from being scraped up by the rough grass and hard dirt beneath it. I'd learned the hard way last year to be sure to wear pajama pants on this particular night of the year. Last year I had been taken while wearing shorts and the scrapes on my knees had taken forever to heal. Not that I'd cared at the time.




  I waited there, trying to be still and calm, while the sounds of approaching vehicles in the distance and then more groups of footsteps warned of others joining us. And I knew just how many of them there were…twenty, or at least there would be once they were all gathered together.




  After what seemed like hours but was probably only minutes, all the sounds stopped. In the silence, the cautious, slow chirping of crickets began, only to be cut off by a strong voice.




  "You all know why you are here." And now I knew exactly who was speaking loudly. It was Hailey Bradley, this year's captain of my high school's dance team.




  As expected of me, I gave a slow, deliberate nod. All around me fabric rustled as others apparently followed tradition and nodded as well.




  Captain Hailey continued. "We have come here on this night for one of the most important occasions we have each year…to reveal our future for the year to come. For it is this night's events that will show us the path for all that is to come. Our officers and captain are not simply those dancers who have great skill for dancing. They must also possess something more…the ability to put the team before themselves, to care for their fellow dancers more than their own selfish wants or desires, to give more than anyone else on this team for the greater good of that team as a whole. These ladies that you see gathered before you took a solemn oath, even before trying out for officer, that they would selflessly serve the needs of this team. And do you officer candidates still promise to abide by that oath?"




  Again, as expected I gave a single, firm nod.




  "Then let us proceed in inducting next year's officers of the Emerson High Lady Pirates Dance Team!"




  Hands at either side of my head slid off my blindfold in one quick upward tug. And even though I knew it was coming, the bright stadium lights still forced me to squint and blink. Though I wanted to reach up and shield my eyes, I forced my hands to stay down at my sides. In my peripheral vision, I saw the other four candidates also on their knees in a circle facing out at the team surrounding us. In the right hand of every person around us, a white, unlit tapered candle waited for a spark to ignite it.




  Captain Hailey nodded to the senior at her side, who used a plastic lighter to light the captain’s candle. Then Captain Hailey shared that fire with the senior nearest her, who passed it on. Quickly the air around us was filled with tiny flames of light.




  "These candles represent the light that each of us hold within ourselves, and the fact that this team only shines as brightly as we do, both as individuals and collectively as a team," Captain Hailey said.




  Once everyone but the officer candidates held flickering candles, Captain Hailey turned and nodded to someone unseen outside of the circle. Two seconds later, all the stadium lights on the football field went out with a ripple of quiet booms. Again I blinked rapidly as my eyes struggled to adjust to the change as only the circle of candle light around us now lit up the dark.




  "But every team needs its leaders to guide the way with strength and love and a shared vision. And that is why our team has officers, whom we as a team have selected by group vote. Based on those votes, first we have next year's junior lieutenant, Amy Lee." Captain Hailey moved to the sophomore candidate directly behind me, forcing me to twist and look over my shoulder.




  The captain nodded, and the senior at her side handed Amy a white tapered candle, which the senior then lit using her own candle. Amy smiled down at the candle in her hands, just as I'd done last year when I had first become an officer for this team. I smiled as I recognized the same joy I had felt now lighting up Amy's face.




  Captain Hailey and the senior officer stepped sideways to the next candidate and repeated the process of officially inducting another sophomore as a junior lieutenant officer for next year, and then again to induct one of the three juniors who would become a senior lieutenant for next year.




  And then all that were left to be inducted were myself and Leah Norris, both of us junior officers this year. Both candidates to become the new Lady Pirates Dance Captain. Both equally good dancers. Both of us badly wanting to be captain.




  But did Leah burn with the need to be captain like I did? No, she couldn't. There was no way she needed to be captain like I did. Unlike me, she was pretty. She had all the boys' attention she could ever want, both from our grade's classmates as well as the seniors and even a few of the younger guys as well.




  And also unlike me, she came from a normal family with parents who would love her the same no matter whether she returned for another year as a lieutenant officer or as captain. There was no way she or anyone else could ever want this as much as I did. Because to me, becoming captain was everything. It wasn't just a title, or getting to lead the team out onto the field or court for halftime performances. It wasn't just about leading the team's daily practices, or serving as the team director's right hand advisor in all team matters. Nor was it about how the rest of the team, and even the entire school, looked up to and respected the Lady Pirates Dance Captain.




  For me, it would also mean the difference in how my father viewed me, the fugliest of all his children.




  I had always been his "plain Jane" until I danced. But if I became the captain of my dance team, I could finally prove myself every bit as worthy and special as his oldest daughter, who had served as the Lady Pirates Dance Captain her senior year two years ago when I had been a freshman at Emerson High. Though I had always loved to dance, and thanks to my mother, had always had that love for dance running through my blood even before my birth, it was Ashley's status as dance team captain that had first inspired me to tryout for the dance team, and later as officer candidate.




  Now she was gone off to college. But the memory of the way our father had smiled at her with so much open pride and approval remained behind like a ghost to taunt me. If only our father could show such pride for me in spite of all the family secrets and shame…




  He couldn't. I knew that. Thanks to Mom's and his actions and lies, he would never be able to look at me in public around others in that same way. But if only I could make captain, I would know without a doubt that at least deep in his heart where no one else could see, he would feel that same glowing pride for me.




  Captain Hailey and her senior lieutenant officer moved around to face Leah and me, and my breath caught in my lungs as they handed her an unlit candle.




  Had the team selected Leah for captain instead?




  My throat tightened, and I swallowed hard. If I hadn't made captain, it would hurt. But I would survive. I wouldn't quit the dance team, either, because without dancing, I had nothing. Every moment I wasn't doing the one thing I was good at, all the world around me saw only my utterly average face and plain brown hair. Everything about me was forgettable. Until I danced.




  When I danced, I was in control of who and what I was. And when I moved just right, when I put everything into the choreography and lost myself in the music, in that single moment of time sometimes I even managed to create enough magic to make those who watched me forget too.




  Movement at my side made me blink as the senior lieutenant leaned over and lit Leah's candle.




  I sucked in a long breath of air through my nose as the realization hit me…the senior lieutenant had lit Leah's candle.




  Captain Hailey stood before me now. With a soft smile, she said, "And the new Lady Pirates Captain…Jane Aaron."




  She handed me a candle, which I had to hold with both hands because I was shaking so much. She leaned over and in a voice so soft it would have been lost if the night had held any noise at all, she broke tradition and said, "Jane, even before you made junior lieutenant last year, you have always worked harder to help others than anyone else I've ever seen before. Even when you were exhausted and covered in mud and had to have been desperate for a shower and rest, you stayed and helped your fellow dancers learn new routines or work on correcting their mistakes. Over and over, you give and give and give to this team. And I know that you are going to lead them into a wonderful year next year."




  She cleared her throat and spoke louder this time as she added the more traditional words,




  "As former captain of the Lady Pirates Dance Team, I share my light with you, the new Lady Pirates Dance Captain. May you take this light and let it shine brighter than any light has shown before. May you use this light to lead your team with love and patience. May you always protect and cherish this light so that it may guide others in the year to come. And when that year is done, may you pass on this light to the next captain who will learn from the example you will set forth before her."




  She used her candle's flame to light my candle. Then she and the other seniors formed an inner circle around the officer candidates. All the seniors looked at Captain Hailey—no, make that former Captain Hailey now. She looked around at the team she had led since this same time of last year. And then with eyes shiny with unshed tears and a sad smile, she gave a single nod, and she and all the senior dancers blew out their candles, signifying that their time with our team was done.




  Though I had seen all of this before, this time seeing those seniors' candles go out made my throat choke up and my eyes burn with unshed tears of my own. Filled with the nearly overwhelming joy of just learning I had become the new dance team captain, already I could imagine how hard it must be for them to say goodbye to this team. Especially for Hailey as she let go of the title of captain and passed on her role to someone else. Sure, some of them would be breaking free of the almost invisible bubble that surrounded this quiet rural area, which few others chose or managed to leave. And for those few, they would probably make all kinds of thrilling new memories.




  But those experiences couldn't possibly replace the ones they had shared with this team. Because the Lady Pirates Dancers weren't just about having fun and shaking our butts on the basketball court or football field for home games, or rocking out with our poms in our uniforms in the bleachers, or even leaping and soaring for precious minutes in glittery costumes on the stage for fundraiser shows.




  It was also about the beauty we found together, both while performing and in our friendships, and how our individual love for dance formed a group bond even stronger than some families I'd seen. Dancing with this team was almost sacred time. And the seniors were now being forced by time and their impending graduation to leave all of that behind. Right then, before the feeling could leave me, I made a vow to myself to try my best to go through the upcoming year with my eyes as wide open as I could keep them, to pay attention to every little detail so I could lock it away in my memories. To cherish my year as captain and all that it would bring.




  This, I knew, was going to be the best year of my life.




  My heart continued to soar with joy as the team gathered together into a tight group hug, my happiness diluted only for a few seconds when I turned to face Leah. But then she smiled at me so sincerely, and as she hugged me whispered with equal sincerity, "If anyone ever deserved to be captain, it's you, Jane. I know you're going to be awesome at it. And have way more patience than I could have!"




  We laughed a little as I hugged her back and thanked her, and the last smudge on the near blinding light of happiness inside me was wiped away. I felt like one of the stadium lights that had shown down on us a few minutes ago, as if the joy inside me was so bright surely everyone could see it for miles around.




  "Oh! I've gotta call my parents!" I gasped out.




  Grinning, Hailey held out my phone. "Figured you'd want this." Thanking her, I called my mom. Though she must have been the one to unlock the front door and let in our "intruders" tonight, she still wouldn't have known whether I made captain. Her squeal at the news pealed through the phone, forcing me to hold it away from my ear to save my hearing while I laughed.




  "Call your father!" she said.




  That light inside me dimmed a notch. "But…it's late." I would have said more, but the entire dance team was around me. And though they were busy talking and laughing together, they still could easily hear every word I said.




  "It's okay. He's out of town tonight. Just call him on his usual number." I frowned at the phone, still unsure.




  "Jane," Mom sighed. "You know he said to call him and tell him what happened tonight, no matter what time it was."




  "Okay," I said with a sigh of my own. "I'll call him now."




  "Good. See you in a few?"




  "Yep. Love you."




  "Love you too."




  We ended the call, then I found Dad in my phone's Contacts list and tapped the Call button. The phone rang. And rang. And rang.




  I sighed then carefully wiped away a smudge I'd just noticed on the phone's glass screen. Dad was probably trying to sleep in some hotel on the road somewhere as usual. And here I was waking him up.




  My thumb moved over the End Call button. The news could wait till tomorrow when he was awake and would actually appreciate hearing about it.




  But just as I started to end the call, the ringing stopped and a sleepy sounding voice mumbled "hello?"




  And it wasn't Dad's voice. It was a woman's.




  "Uh…" I mumbled, my heart racing.




  "Hello?" she asked again, more clearly this time.




  Oh God. It was her.




  "I…I'm sorry. I must have the wrong number—" My suddenly thick tongue awkwardly tripped over the words.




  "Who are you trying to reach?"




  "John Mueller," I blurted out then wanted to smack myself. I should hang up before I said something I shouldn't.




  "You have the right number. But I'm sorry to have to tell you he…he's…gone."




  "Wait. What?" All the things I should say and do were forgotten in an instant. "What do you mean, he's gone?" Did she mean he was gone out of town? If so, why didn't he take his phone with him? He never left his phone behind. That thing was practically super glued to his hip. Without it, he couldn't do his job as a pharmaceutical sales rep.




  Or manage all the secrets he had been keeping for so long.




  "He's…dead," she choked out the words. "There was a car wreck yesterday, and…" Although she went on to explain, her voice faded away.




  She was talking about my dad.




  And my dad was…




  Gasps all around me made me look up, and I realized for the second time that night I was on my knees in the dew damp grass. How had I gotten down here again?




  "I'm sorry," I said towards the phone's speaker. Without thinking, I ended the call, found Mom in my Contacts list, and started to call her. But then I froze.




  She didn't know. I would be the one to have to tell her and my brother Darcy. Ever since turning fifteen last year, he had seemed angry almost all the time. I knew why, that it was because of the dirty shame of our family's secrets he was as sick of having to keep as me. How would he react to hearing our dad was…?




  How would Mom?




  Oh God.




  Hands at my back and shoulders tried to offer comfort as my team mates asked me what was wrong.




  But I couldn't tell them. How could I? If I told them, it wouldn't be long before they figured out who my dad really was. And then everyone would know the secrets we had been hiding so carefully for years now, and we would lose everything. We would have to move away to somewhere no one knew us.




  And yet knowing I couldn't tell my team mates the truth didn't change the fact of what I had just heard.




  Dad was…




  But my mind refused to even think that word, much less accept that he was really gone. How could he be? Just a few days ago he had hugged me goodbye and wished me luck with the officer tryouts.




  "If they're smart, they'll pick you, Jane," he had murmured with a smile, his heavy hand resting on my shoulder. "Nobody dances better than you."




  "Hey!" Mom had said with a laugh as she stood beside me at the front door.




  "Except maybe your mom," Dad had said with a grin. He’d leaned forward to give Mom a long kiss that made me roll my eyes and look away. When I had looked back, he was looking around for Darcy.




  "Still sleeping," I’d said, though I knew he'd been up for an hour now. Actually my bratty brother had been hiding in his room in the basement so he wouldn't have to say goodbye to our dad, something he'd started doing the last couple of months.




  Dad had frowned, checked his watch and sighed. "I've gotta run. Tell him the old man said goodbye. And to work on pulling up those science grades."




  I nodded, and with one last kiss on Mom's lips, he was gone.




  Gone forever.




  And now, somehow, I had to find a way to tell Mom and Darcy.




  





  Chapter 2




  




  Carter Fairchild




  The music was already pumping out at a near deafening level when I arrived at the party. Spring break.




  I should have been feeling good and ready to get loose with everyone else to celebrate the start of the week long vacation from school. Instead my shoulders and neck were tight with a tension I hadn't been able to shake in months. And tonight's little fireside chat with my parents hadn't helped. They'd offered a solution to my long running problem. Problem was, I wasn't sure I had the guts to make that solution happen.




  "Fairchild! 'Bout time!" one of my team mates yelled out from the kitchen. I managed a half smile and a nod in return, then headed that way. If ever a guy was in need of some liquid refreshment, I was it.




  Ten minutes and two beers later, the kinks in my neck had just started to loosen when a chorus of "Missy!" from the people in the front room had my shoulders hunching right back up to my ears.




  I let out a low curse. I'd really been hoping she wouldn't come tonight. Despite my fears that she would make a beeline for the kitchen, I actually had time to down a couple of shots and half another beer before she finally found her way back to me. She plucked at the sleeve of my polo shirt and rolled her eyes. "Why didn't you wear that new shirt I got you?"




  Because it’s butt ugly, I wanted to say but didn't. Instead I shrugged one shoulder. Lately it was better not to say anything at all around her since I never knew what might set her off.




  "Lately" being the last three or four months.




  I could hear my parents' words of advice from earlier tonight running through my head on loop.




  "You know what you need to do, son. Couples should be happier together than apart. If you dread seeing her, then it's past time you either talked things out with her or end the relationship." My mother being a psychiatrist, she would know all about love advice.




  But even my dad the family doctor, whose domain of expertise was more about the body than the metaphorical heart, had agreed with her. "I know you two have been together for years now, and she's got that harebrained idea of your getting married right after high school. But you're too young for marriage. You're only seventeen! Live a little. Shop around first. How are you supposed to know what kind of girl you want if you've only ever dated one?" I knew they were right, knew it in my gut. The engagement thing with Missy had started off as a kind of joke, one of those "we've been together so long maybe we should just get married after high school" things that had somehow led to lots of laughs while picking out a cheap engagement ring for her at the department store for thirty bucks.




  But ever since, Missy had seemed to take it more and more seriously, talking about things like getting a house together and where we should have the wedding ceremony and what dress she'd wear and what kind of colors we'd have.




  Like I had a clue about wedding colors and bridal gowns?




  I wanted to get married someday. To someone. And I loved Missy. Or at least I used to. Maybe I still did deep down somewhere.




  But I didn't like her anymore. All she ever did was nag me about spending more time with her and less time at football practice or working out in the off season. She hated everything I wore. She also hated watching sports of any kind on TV, and wouldn't even go to the games in person if she hadn't been the captain of the Wayne High School cheer squad and required to go. And then there was the whole problem of our not even being able to hold a decent two way conversation anymore. About anything. It seemed like we disagreed about everything…what kind of pets we liked, the old truck I liked to drive around instead of the sports car she wanted me to get, going to college versus just going ahead and shacking up together. You named it, she wanted to pick a fight about it.




  And I was tired of it.




  I couldn't even remember how things used to be between us anymore.




  "You're not even listening to me…again!" Missy's sharp whine cracked me out of my thoughts and back to the less than pleasant present.




  I sighed. "Sorry. You were saying?"




  "I was saying how we really should talk your parents into letting you trade in that ole piece of junk you call a truck for that new Mustang they've been advertising on TV," she said, her full lips turned down into their new default expression. "What do you think?"




  "I think I like my truck just fine."




  She stared up at me with narrowed eyes, then flicked her carefully curled blonde hair over her shoulder. "Your tone sucks."




  So does your attitude, I thought but kept my mouth shut.




  She took two shots, downing them one right after the other, then wrapped her hands around my upper arm. "Come on, let's go dance."




  I didn't feel like dancing, but I let her drag me into the crowded front room where I shuffled my feet and drank my beer while she twisted and dipped and slithered around me like I was a pole at the club.




  "Beer's empty," I shouted over the music. When she looked up at me in confusion, unable to understand my words, I shook the empty beer bottle then pointed at it and then her with my eyebrows raised, silently asking if she wanted one.




  She nodded then turned away to dance with the nearest guy.




  I hesitated, watching her put the moves on him. She probably didn't mean nothing by it. But he sure was appreciating the show.




  A sour taste growing in my mouth, I turned and headed back to the kitchen. I'd tried gently asking her not to dance with other guys before, but she just didn't seem to get how it looked to everyone else. Or how it made me feel like crap. Sometimes she acted like I was just a used towel she could toss aside when she was done with me.




  I drank another half a beer, taking my time and trying to let the hurt go. Maybe I was just being over possessive like she claimed. But she was the one wanting to get married, for heaven's sake! Was she going to keep all but striptease dancing with other guys even after we were married?




  Or maybe it was like my parents said. Neither one of us was wrong. We were just wrong for each other.




  I wanted a girl who would rather dance alone than dance with someone who wasn't her guy, who wouldn't mind watching a movie with me instead of talking through one. Someone who made me feel like I meant something to her other than a project she needed to fix up and change.




  "Hey, thought you were going to grab us some drinks," her whine warned me seconds before her hands slid around my sides. I thought she was going to hug me from behind, and some of the knots in my stomach started to loosen.




  Then I looked down and realized she was just reaching around me for two shots from the table in front of me.




  "We need to talk." The words blurted out of me unplanned. But once they were out, I knew they were something I should have said a long time ago.




  She froze then downed the shots. "About?"




  "About us."




  Her pout turned into a full fledged frown. "Like when we're going to finally get married?"




  "Not exactly." I glanced around the room, realizing in the sudden silence how many people were in there listening to us. "Come on, let's go somewhere we can talk."




  "No." She reached for a beer bottle.




  "Missy, I think you've had enough." I tried to take the bottle from her, but she jerked away from me, crossing her arms over her chest as she turned away.




  I followed her, thinking she was headed for a bedroom or somewhere quiet. Instead, she stomped through the front room and out the door to the front yard.




  "So what do you want to talk about?"




  I took a deep breath. "This isn't working anymore. It hasn't for a long time. And I think we both know it."




  She scowled. "I don't know what you're talking about. We're happy. We're getting married. Quit over analyzing everything."




  "We're not happy. We fight all the time. Can you even remember the last time we had a good time together?"




  She stepped closer to me and slid her free hand up my chest. "You seemed to be having a good time that weekend your parents went to that conference."




  "That was two months ago. And we were just making up after yet another fight. We spend more time fighting than anything else." I lowered my voice. "Be honest with yourself. Do you really still love me? Or are you just afraid to be alone?"




  Her head snapped up, her eyes wide and shiny with unshed tears.




  "It's time, Missy. We've got to let each other go and move on."




  "But I don't want to move on," she whispered. "I want you."




  "You want a mannequin you can make over and drag around on your arm like the latest purse." Frustration made my tone harsher than I'd intended. I tried again, softer this time. "Don't you ever wonder if the right guy might still be out there looking for you? If you settle for the wrong one, you'll never know."




  Her eyes narrowed as she took a big step back. "You're seeing someone else, aren't you?"




  "What? Where'd you come up with that?" If either of us was going to cheat in this relationship, it would be her. Not that I'd ever say that out loud to her.




  "Why else would you suddenly be saying all this stuff?" Her eyes darted sideways. Suddenly I became aware of the complete silence around us. Someone had turned off the music. A quick glance over my shoulder showed we had an audience as everyone in the tiny house crowded at the door to stare.




  Was that why she was accusing me of cheating on her instead of simply wanting to break up?




  "Yeah," I muttered, making my voice heavy with sarcasm. "Yeah, I'm seeing someone else." She whirled away from me with a sob.




  I cursed under my breath. "Missy—"




  "Take me home, Carter. Now."




  Best idea I’d heard all week.




  As we walked across the lawn, she stumbled in the shadows under the tree and would have fallen if I hadn't grabbed her elbow. I kept a firm grip on her until we got to the truck. Then I circled around to the driver's side, ignoring the audience still gawking at us from the house. School was going to be a whole lot of fun come end of the spring break once this hit the gossip lines.




  Sighing in resignation, I slid in behind the wheel of my '78 single cab Chevy and started the engine.




  It was only when Missy fumbled three times with the seatbelt and still couldn't get it buckled that I realized just how wasted she was.




  I helped her get the belt buckled, then we took off down the road. Missy's family lived outside of town in the middle of a bunch of corn and soybean fields, just like half the rest of our school did. So I wasn't too worried about meeting any cops on the dirt roads. All I had to do was keep it between the ditches and fences and we'd be fine regardless of how much I'd had to drink. Still, to be on the safe side, I also kept the speed down since the dirt and gravel could make any truck a little squirrely at anything over fifty miles an hour.




  We rode in silence for a few miles. Then out of the blue, she blurted out, "We can't break up, Carter. We just…can't." She gulped before saying the last word, and I tensed up.




  "Are you going to be sick? If so, let me know so I can pull over." Not that I cared if I had to hose out these old rubber and metal floorboards in the morning. But I knew Missy would hate it if she barfed on herself and ruined her clothes. Tonight wouldn't be the first time I'd have to hold her hair while she filled up part of a ditch somewhere.




  She shook her head. "We can't break up."




  "Yeah, you said that." Tonight's discussion was a big mistake. I should have tried some other time when neither of us had been drinking and no one else was around to hear. Was Missy even sober enough to remember anything about it in the morning?




  A sideways glance at her wobbly head made me think the answer was probably no.




  "I'm pregnant."




  My hands tightened on the wheel in pure reflex as the air whooshed out of my lungs like I'd just been broadsided out on the field. "What?"




  She nodded, the movement sloppy and too big.




  It must have been that weekend towards the end of January when my parents were out of town. That was the last time we'd had sex.




  I let out a long, low curse. "What do you want to do?"




  Her eyes widened. "Keep it, of course. What else can I do?"




  Right. Because her family wouldn't let her make any other decision.




  I took a deep breath as the knots in my stomach twisted. "Okay. You do what you have to, and I'll support you on it."




  She turned to me with a hopeful smile. "So we'll get a house together and get married and—"




  Whoa. "No. I mean I'll help you out financially. It's my kid too. The least I can do is make sure you've got enough money to raise it, if that's what you decide to do." The smile fell from her face, leaving heartbreak in its place. "But I thought…" I scowled at the night time view outside the windshield, my truck's beams lighting only to the crest of the next hill. "That what, we'd get married and set up house together? Missy, I already told you this isn't working out. We're not right for each other anymore. Having a kid together's only going to make that worse, not better. We can't be fighting all the time and raising a kid in the middle of all that. It wouldn't be fair to him or us." In the silence, I hurried to add, "But I won't leave you high and dry to raise it alone. Like I said, I'll send you money every month, whatever you need for it. And I'll be a part of the kid's life too. I'll…I'll take him fishing and hunting. And teach him to play football." God. I was going to be a dad? The enormity of it hit me finally, making it hard to get a full breath of air.




  I couldn't be a dad. I was only seventeen! I needed to finish high school, go off to college somewhere, then hopefully get drafted and a decent contract with a good NFL team. Still, Missy hadn't gotten into this situation on her own. And it was her body that was going to have to handle all the changes and everything. She had to be scared out of her mind right now. So I tried to think of the words she needed to hear to reassure her without making false promises I had no intention of keeping.




  "I won't abandon you," I said. "I swear it. I just…I can't marry you."




  "So…so you're still breaking up with me?" Her sob jerked me from my thoughts. "Even though I just said I'm having your baby?" Her voice rose to a near shout at the end. I winced. Man, she was drunk. Which couldn't be good for the kid.




  What could I even say to make her calm down? Still, I had to try something.




  "Look, Missy, there's no reason this has to be a crisis. We could be friends again—"




  "I don't want to be friends!" Now she was screaming. I stared at the road ahead, at the lights of her house up on the hill where her nutty parents and even crazier little brother were probably waiting up for us. They wouldn't care that she would be coming home drunk again. But I doubted they'd be real thrilled to hear her screaming at me over my decision to break up. In fact, if Missy came home shouting loudly enough at me, shotguns might even make an appearance on the scene. She came from a long line of high school sweethearts, which was probably where her idea for us to get married had come from. My parents were right. I never should have gotten involved with a Beggeringa. A majority of them were certifiable. I'd thought Missy was different.




  No, she was different. She was just really drunk. And maybe more than a little freaked out and hormonal.




  "Look, why don't we talk about this tomorrow after you've had some sleep?" And a chance to sober up.




  Silence made me turn my head to look at her. She was staring at me like a mountain lion. And then she pounced, diving across the seat to grab the wheel with both hands. I shouted her name, tried to keep the truck in the center of the road. But she was like a crazed animal, throwing her entire body weight into pulling at the wheel. We hit the right ditch, crashed through a wooden fence, bounced up into a small strip of field empty and ready for planting. And then the headlights showed the line of Douglass firs meant to form a windbreak around her house. No way we could miss it unless we made an immediate hard turn.




  I pulled as hard as I could on the wheel, finally managing to wrench it out of her grasp. But it wasn't soon enough.




  When we slammed into the tree trunks, the world was filled with the shattering of glass and crunching of metal. I had a split second to see the spider webs of cracks forming across the windshield and the driver side window inches away from the side of my face. Then the force of the impact threw me around like a rag doll, the seatbelt cutting into me as if it meant to slice me in two diagonally. My head was whipped right then left, and pain bloomed bright and sharp and feral across the side of my skull like a living monster intent on devouring my brains right through the bone.




  Then everything went mercifully black.




  





  Chapter 3






  




  Jane




  Shouting between two familiar females in the living room dragged me out of sleep. Groaning, I rubbed at my gritty, dry eyes then stumbled down the hall.




  As soon as she saw me, Mamaw said, "Jane, tell your mother she can't possibly go to your father's funeral this weekend!"




  Oh boy. So not a conversation I wanted to be a part of. "Uh…"




  "I have just as much right to be there as she does!" Mom cried out, her face twisted with pain. And I knew who she was referring to…




  The woman who had answered Dad's phone the night we found out he was gone. I blew out a long breath and scrubbed at my face. This was going to be a really long day. Maybe I should just go back to bed.




  "No, you don't have the right," Mamaw snapped. "And anyone with a lick of common sense would know that."




  "But he's the father of my children!" Mom said.




  "So what? He's got children with her too. Three of them, in fact, all of whom would be absolutely horrified if you showed up there and they learned who you really are."




  "Mom…" I muttered. She couldn't really be serious about wanting to go to Dad's funeral, could she?




  Mom turned away and reached out for the top of the couch to lean against it as if for strength. "I have to be there. I have a right to say goodbye to him. Or don’t eighteen years mean anything at all?"




  "Not when they were a lie," Mamaw said, making my mouth drop open. Ouch. Now I was starting to understand why Mom never let us spend much time with her mother despite Mamaw's living only a town away from us all our lives. Mamaw obviously didn't pull any punches and wasn't thrilled about Mom's life choices.




  "They weren't a lie!" Mom said. "They were real to me."




  "But not to anyone else," Mamaw said.




  Mom's head dropped, her chin almost touching her chest. "I loved him, Mom. I know it was wrong, but…I couldn't help it. I tried. Really I did."




  "I know." Mamaw spoke softer now, her stern expression melting a bit. "But it doesn't change the facts of the situation."




  "So she gets all the closure and I get none?"




  "Yes. That's what happens when you fall for a married man who refuses to leave his wife and kids. She gets all the rights, and you get none. That's the bargain you made from the start. Now you've just got to find a way to live with it."




  "But I don't want to live with it." I could barely hear Mom's whispered words. "I want John back."




  "And I wanted your father back. But they're gone, and there's nothing either of us can do about it. So you're going to have to find a way to be strong for your kids' sakes."




  "They deserve to get to say goodbye to him too."




  "Mom, we can't go to the funeral," I said. "You know we can't. It would devastate her and the girls—"




  "What about my feelings?" Mom exploded as she whirled around to face us with tears pouring down her cheeks. "What about my heart that's been ripped out? I loved him just as much as she did! More even. I knowingly shared him. She didn't. Do you think she could have loved him enough to have put up with what I did all these years? No. She would have left him. But I didn't. So if anyone deserves to stand there beside that casket, it's me!" My throat knotted so hard it physically hurt to try to breathe. I stepped forward and put an arm around my mother's shaking shoulders. "I know, Mom. I loved him too." She turned and sobbed into my shoulder. I thought Mamaw would join us in a group hug. Instead she stayed where she was at the other side of the room, her wrinkled hand gripping the wall that partially divided the kitchen area from the living room, her lips pressed into a thin line. Of disapproval? Judgement? Sympathy? I didn't know her well enough to be able to read her expression.




  I closed my eyes and rested my cheek against my mother's hair as I rubbed her back. "Shh, Mom. I know. It hurts." She was crying so hard it sounded like her insides were tearing themselves apart.




  "I miss him so bad. He was just here! And now he's never coming back. It doesn't seem real that he could be gone forever just like that. I need to see him one more time. I have to see for myself that he's really gone."




  "We can't, Mom. You know that."




  She sobbed louder, but at least she didn't argue again. Surely she was starting to see reason.




  "I'm sorry," she murmured after a long minute or two.




  "For crying? Don't be."




  Mom shook her head then lifted it to make eye contact with me, her eyes desperate and pleading with me for something. "No, for all of this. I never should have let myself fall for him. Never should have had children and put them in this kind of situation. You poor babies have been robbed of a proper father all your lives, and now…now you can't even say goodbye to him." I swallowed hard, nodded in acceptance of the apology, hesitated. But I had wondered for so long. Maybe now wasn't the right time. Or maybe it was the perfect time to finally ask.




  "If you always knew it was wrong, then why…"




  She looked at me for a long time then sighed. "You knew your father, how charming he could be. That man could talk anyone into anything. It was why he was so good at his job. But I knew better, and I tried to resist him. I even tried to end it. Many times, in fact. But how could I keep him from seeing you and Darcy? And then he was always so good to you two, and to me…"




  There was no mistaking the disapproving twist to Mamaw's features this time. But thankfully she stayed quiet behind Mom and let her daughter continue uninterrupted.




  "I begged him to tell his wife about us. I told him it was wrong, it was too hard to keep seeing her every week and teaching Ashley and then Kate and now both Kate and Maggie. But he couldn't bear to break their hearts."




  So Mom bore the worst of the situation, letting her weak heart keep us all trapped in a web of lies of Dad's making for years.




  And now week after week I was teaching dance lessons to my own little half sister, Maggie, and unable to even tell her who I really was to her.




  I sighed and reached out to squeeze Mom's shoulder in unspoken forgiveness. The gesture was all I could give. To say any words of forgiveness out loud would have been a lie, because I couldn't quite fully forgive her or Dad. Not yet.




  Something of this must have shown on my face, because it was Mom's turn to sigh and tilt her head with a sad smile. "You've never been in love, Jane, never felt what it's like to love someone with everything you have and be willing to do anything for them. But someday you will. And when that happens, then you'll understand."




  I didn't say anything.




  But silently I knew she was wrong.




  I would never understand what she'd done.




  And I would never be that weak or make that mistake.




  * * * * *




  The weeks that followed were some of the hardest of my life up until that point in time. At school day after day, I pretended everything was fine. And every evening at the dance studio, I watched as my mother fell apart a little bit more each day.




  It started with her need to create a solo routine for the studio's end of year recital. We'd made it a tradition that she would always perform a solo as the last number before the grand finale. Over the years, Mom had done it all…tap, jazz, ballet, lyrical, modern, even hip hop. This year, judging by the musical selection she kept on loop whenever she wasn't teaching a class in the main dance room, it was going to be either ballet or lyrical. What other style could you perform to Josh Groban's To Where You Are? I had a hunch the routine was intended to be a sort of secret homage to Dad's memory.




  The first few times I'd heard her playing this song, I'd gotten pretty teary. But after hearing it for the thousandth time in a single month, now it just made me cringe and pray none of the eagleeyed dance moms put two and two together. Sighing, I refocused on the bundles of cuteness standing before me playing with their pink tutus. Thank goodness for the beginner ballet class. They were so innocently sweet and adorable that it was hard not to smile around them.




  "Okay, today let's practice the part of the dance where we pretend we're trees!" I said, then raised my arms up over my head as if they were branches. "Ready girls? Great! Now here comes a big wind! Everyone sway…and sway…and circle around. That's it!" I walked around the smaller room we referred to as the second dance room, keeping my arms up and blowing loudly through my puckered lips to simulate the wind for them. Amid much giggling, the girls swayed from side to side, their chubby little arms curving over their heads.




  God, they were precious.




  And, though it probably made me biased, the cutest one of all had to be Maggie Mueller. My little half sister, though she and her two older sisters and mom obviously didn't know it, or else they wouldn't still be taking dance lessons here.




  She turned cornflower blue eyes up at me, her eyebrows raised and her eyes as wide as they would go as her cheeks turned pink from the exertion. She grinned, and dimples formed in those cheeks.




  "Good job, ladies! Now what comes next?" I asked, trying hard to show equal affection for all my littlest students.




  "Dumps!" Maggie cried out.




  "Right, jumps!" I said. "So everyone run over here to me…" I paused at the side of the room and waited for them all to form a line at either side of me. "Okay, ready? Now leap! And leap!




  And leap! And one more! Beautiful!"




  When we were all at the opposite side of the room, I said, "Okay, now for the big finish. What happens to the trees' leaves in the fall when the big wind comes again?"




  "Dey blow!" Maggie and the others cried. And without prompting, they put their arms up over their heads again then turned circles back towards the center of the room.




  "Remember to find the flower and look at it so you don't get dizzy!" I said, grabbing the hot pink plastic and fabric daisy, chosen for its eight inch wide head that would be easily visible even on the stage during the recital. I held it up, and the girls did a fairly good job of spotting, keeping their eyes on the daisy as long as possible during each turn so they wouldn't fall down.




  "Okay, and now take your bows… Slowly, slowly. That's it." I dropped the flower and clapped for them to get them used to the sound of an audience's applause at the end of their dance. "Beautiful. I think you're ready for the recital!"




  Squeals and hopping erupted as the girls went into what had recently become their routine orgy of excitement at the thought of the upcoming recital.




  All except for one little dancer. Hmm.




  "Okay, class is over for today." I opened the door that led to the waiting room where a group of dance moms waited, allowing my students to exit.




  Except for that same sad dancer, who hung back in the center of the dance room. I walked back to her and knelt down in front of Maggie. Giving one of her blonde ringlets a tug, I said, "What's the matter, Maggie May? I thought you were excited to get to dance in the recital."




  Her lower lip stuck out as her hands fidgeted with her tutu. "I wath, but…" Her lisp was strong thanks to her missing two front teeth.




  The studio's front door opened then banged shut, announcing the arrival of someone. I glanced back in time to see Maggie's mother, the recently widowed Mrs. Mueller, enter with her middle daughter Kate. Though blonde like her little sister, Kate's usual sour expression ruined any cuteness she might have shared with her sibling.




  "Sorry, forgot her shoes," Mrs. Mueller said. Noticing her youngest daughter hanging back in the second dance room, Mrs. Mueller's eyebrows rose. "Is everything okay?" I put on a smile for her. "Sure! We were just talking about the recital and how she feels about performing in it."




  Maggie's lower lip stuck out a little further.




  I turned back to her. "So. You were telling me why you're not so excited about it anymore?" I kept my voice low, hoping Maggie would forget we had an audience of mothers and older, intermediate dancers listening now.




  But Maggie stubbed the toe of her slipper against the floor in silence. Kate huffed and threw down her dance bag. "Oh please. She's just sad she won't get to be Daddy's little princess again this year."




  Silence fell in the waiting room, allowing us all to hear Mrs. Mueller gasp, "Young lady!"




  "I've gotta change." Kate grabbed her bag and flounced into the bathroom before slamming the door shut.




  Now Maggie's lower lip trembled. Instinct had my hand rising to pat her back before I even had time to think about it. "Oh sweetie. I understand."




  Maggie looked up at me. "You do?"




  I nodded and swallowed hard as my throat tightened. "It's okay to be sad. But you know what? He's not really gone. And he's not really going to miss your performance. He'll be watching you and clapping for you just like always. The only difference is this time he’ll be invisible."




  "’Cause he’s in heaven wid duh angels?" Maggie asked, her eyes widening with hope. I glanced at her mother who nodded, her eyes shining with unshed tears. I nodded. "Yep, that's where he'll be. And that means he'll have the best view of anyone, because there won't be any tall people sitting in front of him getting in the way of his view—"




  "Wearing big ole hats," Maggie suggested.




  I smiled. "Exactly. No tall people with tall hats in his way. So he'll be able to see every step and turn and leap that you make. And I think he's going to be so proud of you." Maggie smiled tentatively, then threw her arms around my neck. I made eye contact with her mom who mouthed "thank you". With a nod, I closed my eyes and hugged Maggie back. My little sister.




  God, my parents sucked.




  The bathroom door swung open. I opened my eyes in time to see Kate roll hers in our direction.




  "Hurry up and get out of there already, Midget," Kate said, one tanned fist propped on her hip. "It's time for my class now."




  Oh crap. Mom. She was still practicing her solo routine and probably not even paying attention to the time. Her class should have started five minutes ago. I stood up, sent Maggie into the waiting room to her mother with a pat on her back, and said to everyone in the waiting room, "Hang on, let me see if the main room's ready for you." Then I slipped into the main dance room and eased the door shut behind me. Great. Just great.




  As feared, Mom wasn't actually dancing. Instead, she was sitting on the floor staring at nothing with tears pouring down her cheeks.




  I sighed then walked over to squat beside her and whispered, "Mom, time to pull yourself together. Your intermediate class is ready for you."




  She looked up at me, blinked twice, then dragged her wrists over her cheeks to dry them. Sniffing loudly, she nodded and held out a hand. I pulled her up to her feet. Once she was over by the stereo system prepping her class's music, I went out to the waiting room.




  "Okay, she's ready for you."




  Kate huffed "about time" barely under her breath then led her classmates into the main dance room.




  Mrs. Mueller gave me a pained smile of apology. "She's having a really rough time dealing with the loss of her father."




  Actually, Kate had been every bit as hateful and bratty the day she had first started taking lessons here five years ago. But I wasn't going to argue about it.




  Then from the main dance room we all heard Kate loudly say, "Miss Evelyn, have you been crying? Your nose looks like Rudolph's."




  All the dance moms' eyebrows shot up as they turned to me in silent question. Oh boy. "It's the song she picked for her solo routine. Josh Groban's To Where You Are? It's a real tear jerker."




  Some of the mothers nodded or said "ah" and returned to helping their little ones change out of their dance shoes into their street shoes. But a couple of them, including the ever witchy Mrs. Weisner, simply looked at each other for a long moment then back at me. I searched for a better excuse. "Plus, this time of year is always hard on her. You know, saying goodbye to the graduating seniors?"




  Mrs. Mueller jumped in. "Oh, that's right! Hailey and Kaylee Bradley are graduating this year, aren't they?"




  I nodded, smiling in gratitude. Especially since the help came from the one dance mom who deserved to give it the least.




  The remaining suspicious moms murmured in sudden understanding.




  Mrs. Mueller turned to me. "Aren't you taking over Hailey's role as captain of the high school dance team?"




  I nodded, and the dance moms' eyebrows rose again, but this time from their being impressed.




  "Good for you," Mrs. Weisner said. "Though of course Hailey Bradley left some pretty big shoes for you to fill. Any worries you won't be able to handle teaching here and leading the Lady Pirates Dancers?"




  I tried not to cringe and put on my most confident smile. "Oh, don't you worry. Between Mom and me, we'll make sure your little darlings still get the best teaching available around here."




  "You mean the only dance teaching available around here," Mrs. Weisner muttered, failing to hide her comeback as she pretended to search under the white wooden bench for her daughter's other shoe.




  While Mrs. Weisner's back was turned to us, Mrs. Mueller offered me a sympathetic smile and pat on the shoulder. "I'm sure you'll do just fine with both endeavors. And I really have to thank you for the fine job you've done with Maggie this year. Ever since starting those beginner ballet lessons, she's really coming out of her shell finally. She wouldn't even hardly talk at all before this year!"




  I swallowed hard as her kindness zinged me with a fresh wave of guilt. Of course Maggie was doing better now that she had someone to repair her self esteem after all Kate's efforts to batter it to pieces. I had no doubt Kate was a million times worse to her little sister at home too. But at least here at the studio Maggie got to do something fun that made her feel good about herself for a change.




  "Well, she and her class mates make it really easy to teach them," I answered honestly.




  "They are such great kids. And it's really nice to get to work with them while dancing is still all about having fun instead of the awards or being the best."




  Like Kate, who regularly threw hissy fits at the summer competitions if the judges dared give her second or third place instead of first.




  Mrs. Mueller cringed and nodded. "I know what you mean. I wish we could keep them innocent and sweet like this forever."




  Mrs. Weisner snorted and gave up pretending to search for her youngest daughter's shoe. She turned and plopped her wide butt onto the wooden bench, making the wood creak in protest.




  "Well, I don't. The older they get, the better trained they are to keep up with their own stuff! And besides, it's so much easier to convince the men to let us do this dancing thing when we bring home the trophies."




  Her oldest daughter Jenna was Kate's best friend and just as bad. As a result, my mother always had to make sure to put them in different soloist categories or else have them compete in duets together to avoid the inevitable catfights and bickering if one placed higher than the other. I cleared my throat. "Well, I'd better get going. I promised Mom I'd make dinner tonight. See you ladies later."




  With a quick smile and wave goodbye, I made my escape out the studio to the rattly little four door car I shared with Mom. I hadn't lied. I really was in charge of making dinner lately since Mom was never hungry anymore. I would put on something simple in the oven, maybe a frozen lasagna, then come back for Mom when her intermediate and advanced lessons ended at eight.




  Getting to run away from the scary dance moms was just a bonus.




  * * * * *




  Once at home, I showered, put on clean clothes then stuck a frozen alfredo pasta on to bake in the oven. Then I wandered into my room. I should have enough time to get at least a little homework done before the pasta was ready to be set to warm till Mom's last class ended and she was ready for me to pick her up. From the sounds of the heavy metal blasting away in the basement, Darcy was home. He rode the bus every day so he wouldn't be stuck at the studio for hours with Mom and me, which he'd always hated. I hoped he'd gotten his homework done. While unpacking my backpack at my desk, I glanced up at the two wooden shelves that lined the entire wall above it. They were filled with the hundreds of glass ballerinas my father had given to me over the years for nearly every gift giving occasion, from my birthdays to Christmas to even Easter.




  In the middle of all those ballerinas was a solitary glass swan, which he'd given me after last year's recital to celebrate my dancing one of Odette's solos from Swan Lake. Of course, he'd had to sneak me the gift the following day instead of directly after the recital so his real family wouldn't see the present and question why he was giving it to me. I drifted over to my bedside table, docked my iPod, and found the song Dad had loved best, Willie Nelson's Always On My Mind.




  How many times had I seen him dancing to this song with Mom in the kitchen during one of their many "stay in dates"? They had always looked so good together, with his long arms and strong hands gently curved around Mom's graceful body in such a way that, even if I'd never heard him say it, I still would have known he loved her.




  Did he dance with his wife the same way to this same song?




  Maybe he'd even danced to it with his real daughters, Ashley, Kate and Maggie, each of them over the years taking turns standing on his feet while he shuffled them around, like he used to do with me when I was little.




  The memory of Maggie's sad eyes today as she'd mourned getting to perform for her dad at the upcoming recital slipped through my mind like fog.




  No, not her dad. Our dad. We would both miss out on that experience this year. We should be able to openly mourn that loss together.




  Why couldn't he have just done the right thing and told his wife the truth? Maybe it would have broken hearts at first, and maybe even resulted in his divorcing his wife. But at least everyone would know the truth finally. And then I wouldn't be forced to lie all the time to Mrs. Mueller and Maggie.




  Even just teaching my little sister how to dance without telling her that I was her half sister felt like a lie.




  The song's apologetic lyrics seeped through my thoughts, and my throat choked up as I walked back over to those glass figurines.




  In a way, Mrs. Mueller and Maggie and her real sisters had the best end of the deal. Ignorance really was bliss sometimes. They'd gotten to enjoy their time with him guilt free. And now that he was gone, their memories of him weren't tainted with shame. To them, he would forever be perfect, forever be the greatest husband and dad ever.




  But for us…




  The song ended in a quiet rippling of piano keys, leaving me with only silence for company, but I hardly noticed it.




  Pain bit into my palms. I looked down, surprised to find my hands had curved into fists so tightly my nails were cutting my own skin. I raised my hands up to stare at the angry red crescents the nails had left.




  Then I looked through my now trembling fingers at those glass figurines again, every one of them a memory of a different special occasion in my life.




  Every one of them based on a lie.




  Before I knew what I was doing, my hand grabbed one of those ballerinas and threw it as hard as I could at my bedroom's closed door. It hit the wood and instantly shattered with a crash. I grabbed and threw another, and then another and another. The lowest shelf was half empty before I got to the swan figurine.




  But when my fingers closed around it, I found myself hesitating.




  These figurines were all I had left of my dad.




  Slowly, I uncurled my fingers from around the swan and left it on the shelf. It was only later as I carefully swept up all the broken glass that I realized my cheeks were wet with tears.




  





  Chapter 4






  




  Carter




  "Carter?" My father's voice sounded muffled, like Carter was hearing him while underwater.




  "He's waking up. Carter, can you hear us?"




  "Carter?" Mom joined in.




  I winced, tried to speak, and had to search for moisture at the back of my mouth first. Someone stuck a straw between my lips, and I took a grateful sip.




  Then I groaned as the light did its best to pierce through my skull. "Lights…too bright." Someone mercifully turned the lights down, and I was able to crack open my eyelids to find my parents hovering to one side of me while a doctor and nurse messed with equipment at my other side.




  "Carter, how are you feeling?" the doctor said as he shown a pen light into my eyes, forcing me to groan again.




  "Better till you did that," I muttered.




  The doctor smiled. "Sorry about that. Had to check your pupils' response. You gave us all quite a scare."




  Dad blew out a long sigh, patted my shin and stepped around the hospital bed. "Steve, can we step outside and talk for a moment?"




  They left the room, and before I could try to hear what they were saying, Mom distracted me by patting my shoulder. "Oh honey. I'm so glad you finally woke up!" Finally? "How long…" The small bit of moisture in my mouth dried up, and I had to wait for her to give me another sip of water.




  "Weeks. They put you into a medical coma to allow the brain swelling to go down. But then even after they reduced the meds, you still didn't want to wake up. We were starting to worry that you never would."




  I grimaced and closed my eyes for a second. "How's Missy?"




  Silence made me open my eyes again.




  Mom cringed. "She's still in a coma."




  I frowned. That didn't sound good. "How's the b—"




  The doctors returned to the room. Dad shot me a quick thumbs up signal to let me know everything was going to be okay.




  I tried to sit up and found I was too weak.




  "Whoa there, mister," Mom said, resting a heavy hand on my shoulder. "You're not going anywhere for awhile."




  "You've been bedridden," Dad said, creeping me out with his overly chipper bedside manner. I'd have to give him some patient feedback on that later so he didn't creep out all his other patients. "Your muscles are going to be pretty weak for awhile. But we'll get you all set up with some great physical rehab, and you'll be good as new in no time." Pretty weak? I couldn't even sit up on my own. "What about football?" Practice resumed end of July. And it would be for my senior year when all the college recruiters would be scouting talent. I had to be ready in time.




  Mom threw Dad a quick glance, who in turn looked to the other doctor. He made a face then said, "It depends on the level of trauma." He turned to me. "Let's just take it one day at a time and see how the recovery goes, okay? You're lucky to be alive, and you've had some major injuries to that skull of yours." He turned to my dad and grinned. "Good thing he took after that hard head of yours, huh, Fairchild?"




  Dad grinned. "You know it."




  I sighed and turned to Mom. "So how's the b—"




  A knock on the room's door jamb had us all turning to look.




  Missy's family hovered in the hallway. Uh oh. Not good.




  Missy's dad gruffly cleared his throat. "We heard he was coming around and just wanted to look in on him, if that's okay."




  Mom and Dad looked at me in silent question. I nodded then regretted the movement as it caused a low level pounding to begin at the left rear side of my head. Okay, no quick head movements for awhile.




  "Keep it quick so we don't tire him out," my unrelated doctor advised as he stepped out to make room for Missy's parents and little brother.




  Though "little" referred more to his being fifteen and younger than Missy, rather than his size, as Mathew lumbered into the room after his parents. The kid was so tall he had to duck his head to get through the doorway. Whatever the Beggeringas were feeding him must have included Miracle Grow. Geez. Too bad they wouldn't let him play football since they wanted him to focus on his studies and helping on the family farm instead.




  Mrs. Beggeringa looked to her husband, who seemed to take it as a silent prodding. He stepped forward at the foot of my bed. "We, uh, we were wondering if you could maybe tell us what happened to our little girl?"




  Your little girl went batshit and tried to commit vehicular suicide and take me out with her, I wanted to say.




  I cleared my throat. "I was bringing her home after the party." Figuring the hospital had no doubt already seen our blood alcohol levels, I added, "We'd both been drinking, Missy more than me. I tried to get her to stop, but she refused. We had an argument, and…" How much should I tell them? "I suggested we should take some time apart, maybe date other people for awhile, because we've been having…problems." That was an understatement. "She…didn't seem to like that idea, and the fight got a little out of control, and I lost control of the truck. I tried to turn us so we wouldn't hit the trees, but…"




  Images of Douglass firs lit up by twin beams of light from my truck flashed through my mind, along with the ghostly tinkling of shattering glass.




  "You two got into a fight?" Mr. Beggeringa scowled.




  "Uh, not a physical fight so much as a verbal argument," I said as the throbbing in my head ramped up a few notches.




  "But you're still engaged, right?" Mrs. Beggeringa murmured.




  "Uh, no, not quite," I said, figuring the news would come out sooner or later anyways once all the people who saw our breakup at the party spread the gossip. In fact, I was surprised the adult Beggeringas hadn't already heard about it from Mathew.




  I glanced over at him to find him standing with his arms crossed over his chest and a deep scowl darkening his face.




  Silence filled the room, and I figured her parents were probably trying to find a way to bring up the pregnancy.




  Dad suddenly moved over closer to Mr. Beggeringa. "Listen, if you need any help with the medical costs—"




  Mr. Beggeringa's chin jutted out as his eyes narrowed. "We Beggeringas can take care of our own."




  "But thank you all the same," Mrs. Beggeringa murmured as if to soften her husband's words. "We should be going now." She tugged at her husband's elbow, snapping him out of staring down my dad.




  Grumbling, Mr. Beggeringa led his wife and son out of the room.




  Huh. No mention of a baby. Maybe they were biding their time and waiting for my parents to be gone before they snuck back into the room to pummel me for knocking up their angelic Missy?




  Or maybe Missy lied about the baby in the first place.




  Once they disappeared down the hall, Mom let out a sigh of relief. "Wow. That Mathew is growing up to be a real bruiser."




  Dad grunted in agreement then murmured, "You just had to get involved with a Beggeringa, didn't you, son?"




  "I tried to warn him about them," Mom said. "But no, Missy's different."




  "At least I thought she was," I muttered. "About the wreck… She's the one who actually caused it."




  My parents turned to stare at me.




  "She was drunk, and when I told her I wanted to break up like you guys said I should, she went nuts and grabbed the wheel and tried to kill us both."




  Now it was Mom's turn to scowl. "Why didn't you tell her family that? You made it sound like it was your fault."




  "Well, it sort of was. I mean, I'd been drinking too."




  "Were you drunk?" Dad asked.




  I tried to shake my head, regretted it again, and settled for a verbal answer instead. "No, I don't think so. I didn't even feel buzzed much. But Missy was wasted. I should have found a better way to tell her."




  "Oh honey, you did the right thing for both of you," Mom said. Yeah, but I still could have handled the whole thing better.




  Mom straightened up, sighed and checked her watch. "It's been a while since your father and I ate. Why don't we give you some time to rest while we go to the cafeteria, and we'll be back to check in on you later?"
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