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	Graduation Day 2002


	The lights came out of nowhere, and the pain followed right behind. Beth tried to figure out where the pain was coming from. She could squirm in her seat but could not move her left leg. Twisting and turning did nothing to budge the appendage. After such a loud and violent noise, the black street's dead silence was eerie, causing spider webs of nerve endings to high alert throughout her body. She was reminded of a horror film she had recently seen during one particularly gruesome scene without music to fill in the silence that had caused her to duck behind her hands. The soft moaning from the seat in front of her caught her attention and drew her full attention toward the other passengers. 


	Beth moved her arms and upper torso, trying to better her vantage point. As gently as possible, she twisted herself around in the seat to view the rear passenger side occupant. When she set eyes on Grace, the bile rose in the back of her throat, and nausea almost overcame. Grace’s area of the car had taken the full impact of the violent collision. Blood was splattered around mercilessly, and it was obvious from the odd angle of Grace’s body combined with the new position of the car door that she would not be able to move. 


	“Beth?” Grace whispered, reaching her left hand toward her best friend. Beth grabbed it as tears free fell on her battered face. 


	“Grace, please hold on.” Beth turned toward the driver’s seat as Ryan made a soft pain-filled noise. He turned towards them with dazed eyes searching for comprehension, and as the situation became clearer, tears rolled down his cheeks. Whether in pain or sorrow, she was not certain


	“Grace, Beth, are you both okay?” He choked out.


	He caught Beth’s eyes first and held them. 


	“I’m okay, I think, but I cannot move my legs from where they are stuck,” she replied, holding her gaze for a second longer. 


	Seemingly reassured, he looked over toward Grace, trying to move even a small amount to assess her condition more fully. 


	“Grace?” Ryan whispered, reaching back to cover her lower arm gently with his larger hand.


	“I - I don’t know - I’m cold and can’t feel much,” Grace whispered. 


	Beth watched Ryan wipe away some of the blood across Grace’s forehead with his shirt sleeve. “Just hold on. I can hear the sirens. Please hold on, Grace.” He begged, finally placing his hand over Beth’s hand that was gripping Grace’s. Both seemed aware that they shouldn’t move or disturb her in any other way.


	“I love you both - more than I could - ever have told you. You made my - my life so worth living,” Grace gasped and slowly inhaled. The effort caused her to cough.


	“Stop,” Ryan softly admonished her. “You are going to be okay; they will be here within a minute or so,” he glanced over his shoulder as if wishing the ambulances to drive faster.


	“Yeah, we are all going to be tearing up the halls of a hospital by breakfast tomorrow with scars and stories to share,” Beth stated, attempting to keep her voice even and hopeful.


	Grace sighed as her face hosted several emotions ranging from pain to resignation. “Please - don’t let this destroy you - go on to have awesome lives.” She looked at Ryan. “Remember - the promise - tell her why we broke up.” She smiled at him, “I’m going to enjoy that from where I will be sitting.” 


	“Just hold on, Grace,” Ryan pleaded.


	“Make a difference - just like we planned.” The words were but gentle whispers at this point. However, as if needing that final promise, she opened her eyes and looked at each of them. “Promise me.”


	“Promise,” said Ryan, looking back at Beth.


	“Promise,” said Beth, uncaring of the tears that streamed down her cheeks, nor her pain as she made one final plea of heaven. Graduation tonight was supposed to be the beginning of the next big chapter. This just couldn’t be how things were meant to play out for them.


	“I - love you - both -” 


	The sirens stopped wailing as the lights circulated through the vehicle, and uniformed figures started opening the doors. With loud shouts and commands, the officers went to work. Cutting them from the vehicle took less than five minutes - but in those brief moments, everything changed. 
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	Ten Years Later


	“Earth to Ryan,” his mother teasingly admonished, trying to draw his attention away from the reverie he was caught up in.


	“Sorry. I was somewhere else altogether.” He looked at her with apologetic eyes and caught the sympathy radiating back at him.


	“Today is always a tough one for you. That’s why I brought you lunch from your favorite hot dog stand.” She waved the bag out in front of her much as she did when he was a child.


	He appreciated her attendance to his mental health on this day each year. She made the trip to see him religiously and always did her best to ensure his handling of such a sad anniversary. Ryan himself hadn’t been home in ten years, but she never made mention of this lapse as she visited him and took in the sites of his home city these days. He had built a successful business as a turnaround consultant, and he enjoyed living in Dallas. His mother still preferred her small Midwest towns, but they held too many raw memories for him. Two different therapists had told him over the years that grief was a cycle, and it came in waves. Most of the time, he could keep the crashing, crushing pain from consuming him, but today was always that singular day of the year when he failed to keep the anguish at bay. He stared at the photo on his desk, traveling back in time to the moment his sister had capture Grace, Beth, and him in that carefree pose. He missed them both more than he cared ever to miss anyone again, and for that reason, he held most people at arm’s length, never allowing someone to become that important to his well-being. 


	Grace, Beth, and he had met the first day of kindergarten, never spending more than a handful of days apart in the convening years. They had gone through every major life event together up until high school graduation. Attending the same college had been the initial plan, but after the accident - well, nothing was the same. Grace had been correct that night; she never did make it out of that car. As much effort as the medical personnel had put into saving him and Beth, he felt as if they had forgotten his heart in that same car. He could clearly remember her face and still saw it in the dark of night dancing through his nightmares. Six hours after the biggest day of their lives, graduating high school, his world had come crashing down around him, derailing all his plans.


	Through therapy, Ryan had started building a successful life in Dallas, and he had held up his end of the bargain he made in that car. He volunteered with at-risk youth, ran a successful business, and, in general, considered himself to have a good life. If you asked his mother, though, his complete lack of interest in dating and marriage did not qualify his life as complete. She had given up harping a year ago after realizing the wounds were too deep for just motherly advice to heal. So, she came to support and not to scold. 


	“You still with me?”


	“Yeah, I’m sorry, Mom. I appreciate the hot dogs.”


	“You know Grace is watching you today, and she would be proud of all that you have accomplished. I hope you know that Sweetie.”


	“I hope so,” he sighed. “I try to do everything I can to honor her by giving back in ways I think she would have if giving a chance. She was such a sweet soul, and I don’t have one memory before eighteen that she is not part.”


	“She was your first girlfriend, and even after the breakup junior year, you guys were so close.” She looked out the window at the city laid out below. Turning around, she hesitantly asked, “Ryan, did she know about Beth?”


	His head snapped up, and he pinned his mother with a stare. “What are you talking about?” 


	“I’ve never said anything, but I always knew there was something between the two of you. I was simply curious. After all these years, you never mention Beth either.”


	“It was not - Beth was nothing like Grace. She was quiet and reserved, a great thinker. She didn’t make friends nearly as well as Grace did - everyone loved Grace. Beth was a complication and completion of our circle. We all did everything together, and I loved both – but -”


	He had to think about that question. His mother had never broached this topic before, and, of course, it had shaken him, putting him on the defensive as it wasn’t a subject he wished to discuss. Grace had been the head cheerleader, and he the basketball and football star. Grace had been all sunshine and fun; every guy’s dream back in high school. Beth had always been there in the shadows supporting both of her buddies and encouraging her friends through all their extracurricular endeavors. He had known of her infatuation by freshman year but had done nothing about it as he was still with Grace. In the end, though, silence had not cloaked the truth from Grace. The growing connection had been why Grace and he broke up junior year because it was no longer one-sided by that point. Grace had never held it against him or blabbed about it. That was his biggest secret she took to her grave.


	Beth and Ryan had something he didn’t have with Grace; the ability to talk about anything, have great conversations about the universe, and about their hopes and desires. They had bonded over even simple things. By junior year, he had been conflicted by his differing love for both his best friends. He had sought Beth out, going to see her at work when Grace wasn’t with him. Taking Beth in place of Grace to places he found fascinating, and even once or twice to a movie. It had never crossed any lines, but whatever odd building tension there had been, it hadn’t survived the accident. Nothing had ever come of the infatuation before the accident. After the accident, Grace wasn’t the only one completely absent from his life.


	He answered his mother with raw emotion, “I don’t know, and it’s a moot point now, isn’t it?”


	She solemnly shook her head. “I guess it is, but I always thought after a bit, you and Beth might make it back to each other. Somehow salvage something from that tragedy.”


	“I don’t think that is likely to happen.”


	“I am sorry, son,” his mom came around his desk and circled her arms around his shoulders, “I just want you to be happy again.”


	He laid his head upon her chest, drawing in her warmth, “I do put forth an effort to be just that every day. We cannot fix the past, but time is making it easier in some ways,” he said, sighing. 


	She gently rubbed his back as they sat in amicable silence.
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	Beth was running late, but she needed just a few more minutes before facing the day. It was the last day of school and this date each year was always bittersweet. While it was the end of another awesome year with her kiddos, this day was the anniversary of the worst juncture of her past life. Beth took the picture in hand that sat in the frame by her computer. The three of them were so young and carefree. 


	“I made it another year,” she whispered, running a finger over Grace’s visage. 


	A few years ago, sitting in this same spot, she had started a conversation with Grace. It was a simple check-in and a way to keep her presence felt in Beth’s current world. She always felt Grace’s presence in and around her kids, and she wanted to ensure her guardian angel approved of her choices. Teaching had not been the path Beth originally selected, but that summer of her sophomore year in college, she had found Camp Sumter, and something changed. All those kids, fresh air, and energy had seemed like heaven. Grace was more tangible there than anywhere, and Beth always looked forward to those summer months. 


	She was headed to camp in another week. She loved working with all the children she had in her class each school year but volunteering at the camp during the summer was her soul project, as she described it to friends. The camp primarily was for four to eight-year-old children, but they also had numerous children with special needs that required remedial help that other summer programs could not offer. There were kids with cancer, handicaps, or therapeutic limiting factors. The camp was the one time a year they were equals, just simply kids at the same summer activities for a change.


	Beth was directing the summer music series for the children taking drama, music, and theater options this summer. At the end of the first month, the children put on a huge production during family week. This summer, they were doing Annie: The Musical. She was so excited; this was her favorite time of year. It was odd that it always followed the worst day of her year, the anniversary of Grace’s death. She did everything possible to honor her memory each day and live up to the promises she made that night was a missive that always helped guide Beth’s decisions. 


	She replaced the picture gently on the desk. “I hope you know how much I miss you and how much I wish you could be here. These kids would love you as much as I always did.”


	She stared at the picture. “I hope Ryan is doing well, wherever he is.” She thought of him often, remembering his gorgeous face and kind soul. She knew that time had a way of distorting memories and it was possible the hero in her head was not a representation of the man he had become. She imagined time had been kind to him and that he was happy and hearty out conquering the world. She hoped that someday, a long time from now, they would cross paths and maybe catch up - if the last decade was any indication, probably not!


	“Please watch over the families. Maybe I’ll check in on your mom and dad when I go home at the end of summer. I miss you, Grace.” She always promised Grace a trip back home, but it was consistently the one promise she broke every year. She had not set foot in her hometown except for the day of her parent’s funeral a few years earlier. Even then, she had kept to herself as much as possible and hightailed it out of town the second she was able to steal away.


	She finished packing up the box of personal items from the class and headed for the door. As she exited the building, she turned her face up towards the bright sunlight and smiled, feeling the warmth in the recesses of her soul. 
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	Ryan’s muscles were screaming at him, and he smiled as he pushed on, vowing to do three more miles. He loved these quiet moments away from the bustle of the city. He would leave everything behind and just be alone with nature and his thoughts. He got out of the city so rarely these days but would do this type of hiking more frequently if it was a bit more convenient. 


	Working eighty-hours a week to keep his business afloat in the early years had translated to a workaholic lifestyle. With success had not come the cessation of said work hours. Ryan was always working, volunteering, or otherwise staying busy. He liked the hectic pace and enjoyed his friends and social life. Every few weeks though he came to the clean, crisp air of this 20-mile hiking path that was thirty-miles outside the city for a reset. 


	He looked up at the sky, putting his face toward the sunlight. He felt alive and recharged. He would feel the workout tomorrow, and it would be a great reminder of this moment. He had a sudden urge to talk to Grace in a place like this beautiful, naturally unspoiled landscape. 


	It was what he imagined heaven to be like; quiet, peaceful, and full of light, so much like Grace herself. He could not dwell on the negative any longer, and most of the time, she was there as a whispered memory in the recesses of his mind and not a vibrant ghost in the room. Unfortunately, his mother’s visit and the anniversary this week had her fresh in his mind. 


	He knew his mother meant well, and her bringing up Beth had cut a bigger swath than memorializing Grace year over year. He wondered about Beth more often than he would ever admit over the years. Had she become a successful lawyer and fought for the underdog as she had always claimed she would? Or had she chosen another career? Like him, had she moved somewhat past the events of that night to become her person? Or as he also had a propensity to do, 


	He missed her and occasionally would think, “I need to call and tell Beth her this…or that.” Soon after the thought materialized, he would remember all the reasons that was not possible. He didn’t know where she was or if she would even want to hear from him. Maybe she was married, had a passel of kids, or maybe she was like him and would just rather leave the past where it belonged. 


	“I guess we will never know,” he said to the wind. “Some things are better left alone.”


	He realized it was not without irony that he had zero female friends in his life. He had good ole red-blooded, sports-loving, hardworking, and playing male friends but stayed away from women as a rule, even on a friendly basis. Acknowledging no one could live up to the memory of the two that had been his world for all his childhood. 


	In the quiet of the night, he would occasionally pray that someday - maybe he would be in a good enough place to care about a woman again. Most of the time, waking in a cold sweat, that level of commitment resulted in life-altering pain when it went away without warning. For that reason, Ryan normally left the thought there and continued with the structured life he had carefully manufactured to protect himself. 


	Finally, back in front of his car, he turned his head up to the sunlight drawing on the rays one last time before getting into the vehicle for the journey back to the city. 
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	“Sorry, I got caught up this morning.” Beth apologized as she slipped into her spot next to Terri, the other drama counselor. Terri taught another kindergarten class at her school during the year. It was wonderful that they could team up for the summer camp in their time away from school. Terri was the closest thing to a best friend Beth had these days. 


	“It’s all good. They don’t start -” 


	What she had been about to say was cut off as the doors were flung open, and children began pouring into the room in droves. The noisy chatter immediately drew a smile from Beth.


	“Let it begin,” Terri whispered with a smile.


	“Hello, Sweetie,” Beth greeted the first camper. “What is your name?”


	Beth’s brain shifted into autopilot, going through paperwork and registration. Food allergies, medications - blah – blah - blah. Next child. These were the administrative and legal items that had to be gotten through before they could get on to the good stuff. Beth loved working with children. They pretty much said what they were thinking, and they always provided keen insights and entertainment for those around them in their journeys to adulthood. She could not imagine doing anything else with her life. 


	The possibility that she would never have children of her own was beginning to weigh heavily on her. At twenty-eight, it wasn’t that she was too old. She just had no interest in men. Over the years, she had gone on a handful of dates, but nothing had developed beyond the few first benign dates. It seemed that after the accident, her heart had remained damaged and unable to expand to include that level of love again, even therapy had not been able to fix. Beth was able to open to children and help them grow and flourish, but adults were another matter. It truly seemed a small price to pay for everything she had overcome and all the joy and happiness in her world. So, she borrowed other people’s children and wrapped her energy around them. Hopefully, in the end, it would be enough.


	“What is your name?” Beth asked the next child that moved up to her table. 


	“Mabel Gwace Andewson,” declared the blonde-haired, blue-eyed pixie standing in front of her with a huge toothless grin. 
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