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To John, for believing I could pull this off




Prologue


Carly


APRIL 1965


CHAPEL HILL, NORTH CAROLINA


No one wanted to work with the man in the wheelchair.


“There’s something strange about that guy,” one of my fellow students warned me in the hall outside the PT ward. “If they try to assign you to him, say no.”


I remembered his warning now as I stood in the doorway between my supervisor, Betty Connor, and the ward’s director, Dr. Davies. Still, I was curious about the man who sat in the wheelchair by the window, a cast on his lower leg and foot. Crutches rested against the windowsill next to his chair. He was about a decade older than me, maybe thirty or so. He looked unkempt, his blond hair on the short side but tousled. His facial features were slack, his eyes half closed. I could see the shadow of stubble on his cheeks and chin.


“How about that patient for Caroline?” Betty asked Dr. Davies. “Broken ankle, is it?”


Dr. Davies nodded, light from the ward’s windows bouncing off his glasses. “Displaced fracture of the lateral malleolus,” he said, “followed by surgery.”


Betty turned to me. “You haven’t yet worked with a broken ankle, have you?” she asked, and I shook my head with some reluctance. I’d been a student intern in a private rehabilitation facility for the last two months, but this was my first time in the hospital ward and although I was excited to get started, my fellow student’s warning echoed in my ears. Say no. Still, the man in the wheelchair looked harmless enough.


“I think it would be a good case for her,” Betty said to Dr. Davies.


“I think not,” he said. He was holding several manila folders in his hands and he tapped the top one with his knuckles. “The fellow’s name is Hunter Poole,” he said. “He sustained the broken ankle falling off a three-story building, or so he says, but we think he intentionally jumped. He’s alive only because some shrubbery broke his fall. He refuses to learn to use crutches. None of our PTs have been able to get him to talk, much less engage in any therapy. He’s suffering from depression and—”


“Oh, I think I heard about him,” Betty cut him off. “Didn’t he say he was working on the roof and just slipped?”


“That’s what he told the driver of the ambulance, but his explanation doesn’t hold water.” Dr. Davies tucked his free hand into his pants pocket. “It was nine o’clock at night, for starters, and there were no tools found on the roof or the ground, so you tell me if that sounds like he was working. We have him on suicide watch. Next stop for him is the psychiatric unit if he doesn’t begin to come around today or tomorrow.”


“Well, you’re right that he wouldn’t be a good patient for Caroline,” Betty said. She looked at me. “You need to focus on building your skills right now,” she said. “You don’t need an unmotivated, clinically depressed suicide risk, for heaven’s sake.”


I nodded in agreement.


“There isn’t anything you can do for someone who won’t cooperate,” Dr. Davies said. “I plan to try to work with him myself today. Everyone else has given up.”


The man raised his head slowly in our direction as if he knew we were talking about him and I felt his gaze lock onto mine. His eyes widened, brows lifting. Suddenly, he broke into a smile.


“You!” he nearly shouted, his voice so loud that several people in the room turned to look at me. “You’re a physical therapist, right?” he asked. “I want to work with you.” It was unnerving, the intensity of his gaze. The sudden disarming smile.


Oh God, I thought. Just what I needed. A crazy man for a patient.


“Me?” I said, almost to myself.


“You!” he said again. Then in a calmer voice, “Yes, please. Please work with me.”


“I didn’t know he could smile,” Dr. Davies said to us under his breath. He turned to me. “Are you willing?”


“Is he . . . dangerous?” I asked in a whisper. I was hungry to work, but not to be murdered in the middle of the PT ward.


“If you’re asking if he’s psychotic,” Dr. Davies said, “we don’t think so, though he’s so closed off that it’s been hard to evaluate him. You’re the first person he’s responded to. It would be wonderful if you could get him to open up.”


“I don’t know about this.” Betty looked concerned.


“Hey,” the man called across the room, his voice softer now. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” He actually chuckled. “I’ll do whatever you say,” he added. “I promise.”


He sounded harmless enough. “I’ll do it,” I told Dr. Davies, holding my hand out for the man’s chart.


Dr. Davies handed me the top folder. “Main priority is getting him to use the crutches.” He spoke quietly. “See what you can do.”


“All right,” I said, and I crossed the room toward the possibly suicidal man who was now grinning at me in a way that made me nervous. What did this guy want with me?


The large room had an almost electric atmosphere, very different from the somber private facility. WKIX played rock and roll over the loudspeaker and the Temptations sang “My Girl” as I dragged a chair from against the wall and placed it in front of the man so I could sit facing him.


“I’m Caroline Grant,” I said, lowering myself to the chair. “Most people call me Carly.”


He nodded, almost as if my name was no surprise to him.


“Hunter Poole,” he said.


“Why me?” I asked.


“You remind me of someone,” he said. “Someone I knew briefly. Dark eyes and the exact same hair—long and blond, only she wore hers parted in the middle. It was nothing . . . romantic or intimate.” He flashed that grin again. “Nothing like that, so don’t freak out. Just . . . it feels good to see you.” His accent was Northern. New Jersey or New York, maybe.


“I remind you of someone you liked, then.”


“Yes.” He chuckled again for no reason I could discern.


He is crazy, I thought. And hopefully harmless.


“I didn’t know you . . . I mean her . . . well,” he said, “but I—”


“You realize I’m not this person,” I said firmly.


“Yes, of course. I’m not crazy. Though I know everyone here thinks I am.”


“No, they don’t.” I tried to sound reassuring. “They just think you’re depressed.”


He nodded. “I am that,” he said, suddenly very solemn.


“They have medication that might make you feel better,” I said. “It could help lift your spirits.”


“They have nothing that can help me,” he said, “and the side effects of the medications are too great now.”


This man was not suicidal. I doubted a suicidal person would care a lick about side effects.


“What do you mean, the side effects are too great now?”


He shook his head. “I don’t know. Don’t pay attention to anything I say.”


“Is it your injury that has you so down?”


He looked away from me and I thought I saw the shine of tears in his eyes. “I lost someone I loved,” he said.


“Oh.” I sat back, surprised that he’d confided in me. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Is that why you tried to . . . to hurt yourself?”


He turned to face me again. “Can we not talk about it?” he asked, dry-eyed now, and I wondered if I’d imagined the tears. “It’s too hard to explain the truth and I don’t want to lie to you.”


“Of course,” I said, touched by that explanation.


“Tell me about you instead.” He looked at my left hand. “You’re engaged?”


I looked down at my ring. Joe promised me a bigger diamond someday, but I wanted this one. I wanted this one forever. We would both graduate next month, me from the University of North Carolina, Joe from NC State, and our wedding would be the week after. Joe would graduate as a second lieutenant in the army after being in ROTC for four years and we’d move to Fort Eustis, Virginia, where he’d be stationed. I hoped I could get a PT job up there.


“Yes,” I said, “I’m marrying a wonderful man. But we’re not talking about me. We need to talk about you and how we’re going to get you well again.”


He sighed. “I’m not very motivated,” he admitted.


“I understand,” I said. “But you said you like me. Or at least, you like the person I remind you of, right?”


He nodded. “Very much,” he said.


“Then help me succeed,” I said conspiratorially, wondering if that was a terrible ploy. I would never tell Betty Connor I’d used it. “You’re my first patient in this rehabilitation ward,” I said. “Make me look good to my supervisor, all right?”


He laughed and I saw a sparkle in his blue eyes. A few heads turned in our direction. The new girl got the suicidal guy to laugh.


“All right,” he said. “It’s a deal.”


We got down to business then. I demonstrated how to use the crutches without putting weight on his ankle, and after a rough start, he got the hang of it. He was cooperative, doing everything I guided him to do as he practiced hobbling around the room. I led him to the ward entrance and taught him how to open and close the door while balancing on the crutches and his good right foot. Despite the discomfort he had to be experiencing, he remained cooperative, almost upbeat, and I felt excited, not only because I was doing what I’d trained to do but because I seemed to have magically brought him out of his shell when no one else had been able to. He actually sang along with a few songs on the radio as he practiced with the crutches, causing some of the people in the room to look at him, chuckling, and I smiled to myself as I walked next to him. He was probably a real charmer when he wasn’t grieving.


He was getting winded from our circuits around the room, and I decided to let him have a rest before I taught him how to negotiate the stairs. As I helped him back to his wheelchair, the voice of the WKIX DJ, Tommy Walker, came over the loudspeaker.


“And here it is, as promised!” Tommy said. “The brand-new Beatles song! It’s called ‘Ticket to Ride.’ Be sure to tell everybody where you heard it first. WKIX!” Tommy had been talking about the new song all week as if WKIX was the only station in the world allowed to play it. My sister Patti was going crazy with anticipation and it seemed unfair that I would be able to hear the song before my Beatlemaniac sister. Patti was teaching her fourth-grade class right now and had to keep a professional air about her, which I couldn’t begin to picture, because even though Patti was twenty-four to my twenty-one, she was like a teenager when it came to the Beatles. She planned to drive directly from her school to the record store on Henderson Street to snap up the new forty-five.


To my surprise, Hunter began singing along with the song as I took the crutches from him, leaning them against the windowsill again. He knew every word as well as the melody, which simply wasn’t possible, since “Ticket to Ride” hadn’t yet been played in the United States. He seemed oblivious to the fact that I was staring at him in awe as I took my seat across from him again.


“How can you possibly know this song?” I asked. “It’s brand-new, just released today. No one’s even heard it yet, much less had the time to memorize it.”


He looked briefly perplexed. “I have no idea,” he said. “Obviously I heard it somewhere. Maybe a different radio station?”


“That’s impossible.”


“Apparently not.” He shrugged with a sheepish smile.


“You’re not . . . you’re not connected to the Beatles somehow, are you?”


He laughed. “I wish,” he said.


“Have you been to England recently?” The song had probably been released in England first.


“Nope,” he said.


“Are you a Beatles fan?”


“Isn’t everyone?” he said, then added, “I own every one of their albums.”


“But ‘Ticket to Ride’?” I queried. “I just don’t get it.”


He shrugged again. “It’s a great song and I guess I must have somehow heard it and subliminally picked up the lyrics.”


“That’s crazy,” I said, but I was thinking about Patti. Wait until I told her about this guy!


I glanced toward the side of the room where there was a five-step staircase. “We should get back to work,” I said, knowing my job was not to sit and talk about the Beatles with him. “Are you ready to try the stairs?”


“If you insist,” he said. Turning around in the wheelchair, he took the crutches from the windowsill and struggled to stand again.


“Have you been to a Beatles concert?” I asked as I walked next to him toward the stairs.


“I wish,” he said again. “But alas, no.”


“My sister took the train to New York to see them twice last year,” I said. “August and September. And she’s already saving up to go to their August concert this year.”


“She should see them as much as she can,” he said. “You never know when they’re going to just pack it in and say ‘enough is enough.’ ”


“She would die if they did that,” I said.


I taught him how to ascend and descend the stairs using the crutches, but my mind wasn’t on the task. Patti had recently stopped seeing a guy who was a boring stick-in-the-mud and now she was at loose ends. Would it be unethical to introduce her to Hunter? I didn’t know. I tried to picture how I would broach the subject with her: “Hey Patti, I met this strange, really depressed guy with a broken ankle at work today and I think you’d make the perfect couple!” Joe would tell me not to meddle. Patti will find her own guy when she’s good and ready, he’d say.


When we were done working together and Hunter was settled back in his wheelchair, he caught my hand. Looking into my eyes, his expression turned suddenly serious. “Thank you,” he said. “This was a treat. You have no idea.”


I was taken aback by the intensity in his eyes, the sincerity in his voice.


“You know,” I said. “I’d really like you to meet my sister.”
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APRIL 1970


NATIONAL INSTITUTES OF HEALTH BETHESDA, MARYLAND


As we sat in the stark basement waiting room in one of the National Institutes of Health buildings, I thought Patti was more anxious than I was. She cuddled one-year-old John Paul on her lap, her left foot jiggling. Sitting next to her, Hunter held her hand. The three of us had the room to ourselves and we seemed to have run out of small talk after the long drive from the Outer Banks.


A dark-haired woman appeared in the doorway. The name on her white coat read S. Barron, RN. “Caroline Sears?” she called. She had a Northern accent, I thought, much stronger than Hunter’s. She’d barely pronounced the r in my last name.


“Yes,” I said, getting to my feet. “Can my sister and brother-in-law come in with me?”


“That would be fine,” she said. “Follow me.”


I walked ahead of Hunter and Patti as we followed the woman down a long bare corridor to a room nearly at the end. Inside the small room were six chairs arranged in a semicircle. The only other furnishings in the room were tall metal file cabinets that filled one wall.


“Have a seat,” the woman said.


I sat next to Patti and John Paul, who was beginning to fuss. He’d been an angel during the long car trip, but I think now we were all getting stir-crazy. Hunter took him from Patti’s arms and began bouncing him gently on his knee.


“I’m Susan Barron,” the woman said, settling into her own seat, a clipboard and file folder on her lap. Her gaze was on me. “I’m one of the designers of the study, though I won’t be the person doing your examination,” she said. “My role is to gather some information from you beforehand, all right?”


I nodded.


She opened the file on her lap and glanced at it. “You’re twenty-six years old, correct?”


“Yes.”


“We received the records from your obstetrician, a Dr. Michaels. You’re about twenty-four or -five weeks along at this point?”


“That’s right.”


“And your pregnancy has been uneventful until your last exam?”


“Well, last two exams,” I said, shifting on the seat. I was tired of sitting. My legs ached. “Dr. Michaels told me a month ago that my baby’s heartbeat was irregular, but he didn’t think much of it. This last examination, though, he was more concerned.”


“Right,” she said. “And I don’t know how much information you were given, but our study is actually full. We have all the patients we need at this time. However, your brother-in-law here”—she looked at Hunter—“is a puller of strings, I see, and he was able to get you in.”


I smiled past Patti at Hunter. He sat there looking modest, but she was right. Hunter was a puller of strings. A fixer. I didn’t think there was anything that he couldn’t make right. Except for Joe. He couldn’t fix what happened to Joe.


“So you need to understand that this study is in its very preliminary stage as we explore the uses and limitations of fetal ultrasound,” she continued. “The technology is years away from being used on any regular basis and the images we can obtain are somewhat primitive. However, our previous study, as well as several recent studies elsewhere, had very good results in terms of accuracy, but not in every case, and I need to be sure you understand the limitations.”


I nodded.


“In other words,” Susan continued, “let’s say the ultrasound results appear to tell us there’s something wrong with your baby’s heart. They might be inaccurate. Conversely, they might give us the impression everything is fine when it isn’t. I want to be sure you—”


“I understand,” I said. Hunter had told me all of this. He’d explained the mechanism of the ultrasound. It was simply incredible to me that it was possible to visualize my baby while he—I felt certain it was a he, a miniature Joe—was still inside of me. Hunter said it wouldn’t hurt at all. He’d read about it. He was the founder of his own company, Poole Technology Consulting, in Research Triangle Park—RTP—where he worked with enormous computers. He had access to all sorts of technology and material the rest of us couldn’t imagine.


“Your baby’s father,” Susan said, looking at the folder on her lap. “Your brother-in-law told us he died recently?”


“Vietnam,” I said. “Right after Thanksgiving.”


“How difficult for you,” she said. “I’m sorry.”


“He didn’t even know about the baby,” I said. “He was only in Vietnam a couple of weeks.”


Patti rested a hand on my arm. It wasn’t a gesture of comfort so much as a warning for me to stop talking. Once I started talking about Joe, it was hard for me to stop. It was so unfair. Joe had been a structural engineer and we thought he’d be safe, away from the action. “I didn’t discover I was pregnant until a few weeks after I learned he was killed,” I said.


“Will you have help with your baby?” Susan asked, attempting to change the subject. I didn’t hear her at first, my mind back on the day the captain and second lieutenant showed up on my doorstep with the news that literally brought me to my knees.


“Yes,” Patti said when I didn’t answer.


“Yes,” Hunter agreed. “She has us.”


“I live with them now,” I said, coming back to the present.


“And where is that?”


“Nags Head,” I said. “The Outer Banks.” After Joe died, I’d moved from Fort Bragg into our old family beach cottage where Patti and Hunter had been living for the past couple of years. I’d expected the move to be temporary—just a few weeks off from my physical therapist job in a Raleigh hospital. But when I found out I was pregnant and my obstetrician told me I needed to take it easy, Patti and Hunter said I could stay with them as long as I wanted. Hunter worked three days a week at his consulting firm in Raleigh and I knew Patti welcomed my company when he was gone.


“Where are the Outer Banks?” Susan asked, confirming her Northern accent. Anyone south of the Mason-Dixon line knew where the Outer Banks were.


“North Carolina,” Hunter said before I could answer. “About six hours from here.”


“You drove a long way for this,” she said.


“I have to find out if my baby’s okay.” I folded my hands tightly together in my lap.


Susan nodded. “Fine,” she said. She asked a few more questions about my general health, which had always been good. “And how about the rest of your family?” she asked. “Do you have other siblings?”


“Just Patti.”


“And Patti?” Susan asked. “You’re a biological sibling, right? Any health problems?”


“None,” she said.


Susan turned back to me. “How about your parents? How is their health?”


“They died in a car accident when I was fourteen,” I said.


“My.” Susan made a note in the folder on her lap, then looked up at me. “You’ve had some difficult times.”


I nodded, hoping this pregnancy wasn’t going to be one of them.


“How about your late husband’s parents? How is their health?”


“Good,” I said, thinking of my robust, tennis-playing mother- and father-in-law. They lived in Texas and they didn’t know about the baby. I’d been about to write them when Dr. Michaels told me something might be wrong. I was afraid to tell anyone after that until I knew the baby was okay.


Susan asked a few more questions about my pregnancy, which had been unremarkable, although the truth was, I’d been so distressed over losing Joe that I couldn’t have separated my symptoms of grief from symptoms of pregnancy. I worried my grief had somehow led to a problem for my baby.


Finally, Susan got to her feet. “Follow me,” she said to me. “You two?” She looked at Patti and Hunter. “You can wait here. Tight quarters in there.”


I followed her into a tiny room with an examining table, a wooden chair, two rolling stools, and a large machine bearing what looked like a small television screen. Susan handed me a pale blue gown.


“You can leave your bra on, but everything else off,” she said. “Put this on so it opens in the front. I’ll be back in a moment.”


I undressed as she’d instructed and climbed onto the examining table. My baby gave a little tumble inside me. He’d been an acrobat for weeks now. I rested a reassuring hand on my belly. There’s nothing wrong with you, I spoke silently to him. You are perfect.


Susan returned to the room followed by a very young-looking man with thick black hair, horn-rimmed glasses, and a white coat.


“Good afternoon,” he said to me. “I’m Dr. Halloway, one of the researchers, and I’ll be doing your ultrasound. Nurse Barron explained everything to you?”


“I think so,” I said. Susan had produced a stiff white sheet to spread across my lap and motioned for me to lie down.


“Is your husband here?” he asked.


“My husband died,” I said as I lay back on the cool leather of the table. I wished he had checked my file first so I didn’t have to say those terrible words again. I ran my fingers over the rings on my left hand.


“Oh,” he said. “Sorry to hear that.”


“Her sister and brother-in-law are her support,” Susan said. “The brother-in-law—that Hunter Poole you spoke with?—they’re both here.”


“Ah, yes.” He nodded. “You have an advocate in that pushy brother-in-law of yours, don’t you?” he said dryly. I couldn’t tell if he found Hunter’s pushiness annoying or admirable.


“Yes,” I said, grateful for Hunter and his advocacy.


Susan lowered the sheet to expose my big belly. It was hard to believe I had months yet to go in this pregnancy. Dr. Halloway squirted some cold gelatinous substance onto my stomach, then began running a smooth wand across my skin. Susan lowered the light in the room and indecipherable images appeared on the small screen. Both she and the doctor leaned forward, squinting at the picture. Their heads blocked my view, although every once in a while I had a clear view of the fuzzy moving image on the screen. If my baby was in that picture, I certainly couldn’t see him. How the two of them could make head or tail of what they were looking at was beyond me.


For at least two minutes, neither of them said a word as Dr. Halloway moved the wand this way and that, pressing it into my skin. What do you see? I wanted to ask, but I lay there quietly. In the light from the screen, I could see Dr. Halloway’s frown. He pointed to something on the screen, speaking to Susan in muttered words I couldn’t decipher. She also pointed to something and muttered her own response. My heart pounded in my chest. In my throat.


“Can you tell anything?” I asked finally.


They didn’t seem to hear me. Instead, they continued pointing and mumbling to each other.


After what seemed like a very long time, Dr. Halloway lifted the wand from my belly and Susan used a white towel to clean the jellylike substance from my skin.


“What did you see?” I raised myself to my elbows.


“Why don’t you get dressed and I’ll speak with you and your family about our findings,” Dr. Halloway said. I turned my head from him to Susan and back again, trying to get either of them to look at me, but they seemed to be avoiding eye contact with me.


“But what are they?” I asked, beginning to panic. “Your findings? What did you see?”


“Get dressed and we’ll talk,” he said, the lighter tone he’d had before the exam gone from his voice. “I’ve taken some pictures and I’ll show you then.”


Dr. Halloway met with us back in that small room with the semicircle of chairs. I didn’t know what had become of Susan. I sat between Patti and Hunter this time, and John Paul was nearly asleep in Patti’s lap. I introduced the doctor, who focused his attention on Hunter instead of me when he began to speak.


“I’m afraid there’s a serious problem with the baby’s heart,” he said, handing a couple of fuzzy black-and-white snapshots to Hunter.


“What do you mean?” I asked, trying to pull the doctor’s attention back to me. I was the one carrying this baby.


Hunter passed the photographs to me and Patti leaned over to see them. “How can you possibly tell anything like that from these . . . weird pictures?” she asked.


“Well, in many cases, we can’t be sure what we’re seeing because our images are still somewhat challenging to decipher,” Dr. Halloway said. “But in your case”—he finally looked at me directly—“what we can make out is quite clear. I believe even you will be able to see the problem.” He pulled his chair closer to us, scraping it on the floor. He pointed to a gray smudge on the image. “Your baby has severe stenosis of the aortic valve,” he said, “which, I’m afraid, will inevitably lead to hypoplastic left heart syndrome.”


“How serious is it?” Patti asked, as I searched the blotchy black-and-white images for my baby. I couldn’t find him. I couldn’t understand how anyone, no matter how brilliant and well trained, could find my baby in those pictures, much less my baby’s heart.


“I’m afraid it’s fatal,” Dr. Halloway said.


My head jerked up. “No,” I said. I felt Hunter’s hand come to rest on my shoulder.


“Fatal!” Patti said.


“How can you possibly tell that from these pictures?” I argued, suddenly disliking this man intensely. “This is just a study. The nurse . . . whatever her name is . . . Susan . . . she said the machine—the ultrasound—could give false information. That it’s just experimental and—”


“That’s often true,” Dr. Halloway said calmly. He was looking at Hunter again instead of me and I wanted to kick him to remind him this was my baby we were talking about. “But in this case,” he continued, “we were able to get a remarkably clear picture of your baby’s heart and I’m certain of my diagnosis. I’m very sorry.”


For a long moment, none of us spoke. “When he’s born, can he have surgery?” I asked finally.


“Your baby is a girl,” he said, “and no. I’m afraid there’s nothing that can be done for her.”


A girl! That was nearly as much of a shock to me as the news about his . . . her . . . heart, and I instantly felt even more protective of my baby. I looked down at those stupid pictures on my lap. I wished we’d never come. I hated this doctor. Hated Susan Barron. At that moment, I was close to hating Hunter for insisting I come here.


“I can’t lose this baby,” I said. “He’s—she’s—all I have left of my husband.”


“You have us, honey,” Patti said, though her voice, thick with tears, told me she knew perfectly well that she and Hunter were not enough to erase this loss.


“What are our options?” Hunter said, as if we were all pregnant.


“You can try carrying the baby to term,” Dr. Halloway said. “She’ll most likely survive the rest of the pregnancy, but with HLHS, she will die very shortly after birth. Or you can abort,” he added. “You live in North Carolina. You can have a legal abortion there due to a fetal anomaly, though it’s not an easy procedure at twenty-four—”


“No,” I said. “I can’t do that. What if you’re wrong?”


“I understand it’s hard to accept,” he said. “But you’re holding the evidence in your hand.” He nodded toward the fuzzy picture of my baby. I held the picture by the edges and I averted my gaze from it. If I didn’t look at it, I could pretend I still had Joe’s healthy baby inside of me. If I didn’t look, I could pretend this last hour had never happened.
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Hunter


My gut was in knots on the trip back to North Carolina. I was driving, my hands tight as fists on the steering wheel of the Chevy Impala. The sky was beginning to darken and I was so rattled by the last few hours that I could barely see straight. I glanced in the rearview mirror where Patti, Carly, and John Paul had taken over the backseat. John Paul fell asleep the moment we got in the car and I was glad. I could hear Carly’s quiet crying and Patti’s whispered words of comfort. What could she possibly be saying? How did you comfort a woman who lost her husband only five months ago and who was now being told she was going to lose her baby as well? The baby who’d been her one source of happiness since Joe’s death? Still, my persistent wife tried. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but I sensed the depth of emotion in her words. The love. The worry.


I’d never lost the feeling that Patti, Carly, and Joe had saved me. I’d encountered Carly in the rehab unit at the lowest point of my life, and she unwittingly turned everything around for me. I’d never known the sort of all-embracing love I’d found since marrying Patti. I had no siblings. I’d never known my father—never even knew his name—and my mother had been the brilliant, cerebral type who made sure I had a stellar education but few hugs and kisses. She was an astrophysicist so lost in her work that she had little time—or incentive—to dote on her only child, although I never doubted her love. Joe, a smart, determined sort of guy from a military family, had been the brother I’d never had. He and Carly had lived on base most of the time, but when he was around, we’d boat and fish and work on his ’55 Chevy and play tennis, which he always won because of my gimpy ankle, and we’d laugh our butts off and . . . man, I missed him. Losing him had wrecked both my heart and my sleep. I still wasn’t sleeping well. Nightmares dogged me and sometimes I woke up in a fit of terror, not knowing where I was. After today, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to sleep well again.


When I met Patti and Carly, they were living together in the Raleigh house they’d grown up in. Patti’d only been seventeen when their parents died and she’d fought in court to be emancipated so she could take care of Carly and keep her out of foster care. That described Patti to a T: a devoted, family-first sort of woman. She and Carly had been thick as thieves back then, since all they’d had was each other, and there was still an unbreakable bond between them. When I came along, though, the three of them—Patti, Carly, and Joe—welcomed me with open arms and we became a foursome, a deep intimacy between us that I’d never before experienced. For the first time, I felt as though I had a family.


Now Joe was gone and Carly had to cope with her baby’s problems on top of it. Damn. What was happening to our lives felt mean, almost abusive. I hadn’t been surprised about the baby’s heart condition, though. I wished I had been. I hadn’t even bothered to hope the doctor would tell us the baby was fine. I knew better.


And I knew what I had to do now. It seemed wrong. I could guarantee nothing. Still, I knew the role I needed to play in this miserable drama.


Right now, though, I wasn’t going to make it through another hour of driving without a break.


“I need to stop for coffee,” I said over my shoulder. We were a bit south of Richmond and I knew a place where we could get something to eat. “Maybe a hamburger,” I added.


“All right,” Patti said from the backseat, her voice small and tired.


I pulled off the highway and into the parking lot of the little Tastee Hut.


“I don’t want to go in,” Carly said. “I’ll stay out here with John Paul.”


“What should we bring you?” Patti asked.


“Nothing.”


“You need something, Carly,” I said. “Tea, maybe?” Carly was a tea drinker. Never coffee. “A burger? Fries?”


“Fries,” she said, though I was sure she was saying it only to get me off her case. I doubted she would eat them.


I held Patti’s hand as we walked across the poorly lit parking lot. She nearly dragged me to the door, and once inside she turned to me, her arms around my neck, her head on my shoulder as she cried. I rubbed her back, her strawberry-blond hair tangling in my fingers. “I know,” I said, although she hadn’t spoken. “I know. It’s not fair.”


“She can’t take it,” she said. “Why does she have to lose everything? What is wrong with God? She wants that baby so badly.”


“I know,” I said again. My words sounded helpless.


But I wasn’t helpless, I thought, as I held my wife close.


I wasn’t helpless at all.
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Carly


The following Sunday, I sat alone on the crest of the beach-grass-covered dunes behind our cottage, staring out to sea. It was the third of May and the weather was warm. I wore my maternity jeans and a light sweater that stretched over my growing belly. I had the beach to myself for as far as I could see in either direction. Nags Head’s population barely topped four hundred people in the off-season. A mile and a half to my left, the Nags Head pier was a long, dark finger reaching far into the blue-gray ocean. To my right, sea and sand stretched all the way to the horizon. And behind me, the Unpainted Aristocracy, that string of ancient, original Outer Banks cottages, rose from the dunes. The cottages were a mile and a half of history. Ours was one of the northernmost homes, nearly across the beach road from the massive dunes of Jockey’s Ridge. My maternal grandfather bought the house, one of the largest, for a song at the turn of the century. For most of my life, we’d used it only in the summertime, driving to the coast from our home in Raleigh the day after school let out. As kids, Patti and I would race through the closed-up house in excitement as we opened the windows and pushed up the wooden shutters to bring in the salt air and light up the heart pine walls and ceilings. When I was small, the house had only outdoor plumbing and no hot water. But when Patti and Hunter got married, they added indoor plumbing, a water heater, and baseboard heat. They did their best to seal the cracks in the old siding, but the house was still chilly when the wind blew in the winter, and no matter how well sealed the walls, sweeping the sand from the floors and windowsills was still a daily job. So worth it, though. That house was our treasure.


I used to like to sit here alone on the dunes to feel the peace of the sea and sand and sky. In the last few months, though, I’d been coming out here to grieve, and I was so, so tired of grieving. A few days had passed since that visit to the National Institutes of Health. I wished I’d never gone. I rested my hands on my belly through my jacket. Joanna Elizabeth. The name had come to me the day before. I would name her after Joe and my mother.


“Please, God,” I whispered. “Let that doctor be wrong.”


“Hey, Carly.”


I turned to see Hunter walking down the path from the house toward me. I didn’t answer him. I was still irrationally angry with him for making me go to NIH to hear news I didn’t want to hear.


He sat down next to me and I kept my gaze on the water. I waited for him to ask me one more time how I was doing. I was quickly getting tired of that question.


“Carly . . . do you trust me?” he asked instead.


Not the question I’d expected. I turned to look at him, suddenly guilty for the anger I felt toward him. I loved this man. I loved him for the joy he gave my sister. For the way he’d treated Joe like a brother. For the love he showed my sweet little nephew. I loved how easy he was to lean on.


“Of course I trust you,” I said.


“And do you think I’m sane?”


I frowned. “What are you talking about?” I asked.


“Do you?” he pushed. “Do you think I’m mentally sound?”


“You’re the sanest person I know.” I remembered meeting him in the rehab ward when everyone thought he was suicidal. What no one had known was that he’d recently lost both his wife, Rosie, in a bicycle accident and his mother to a heart attack. Of course he’d been depressed and uncommunicative, poor guy. Possibly he had been suicidal, momentarily, anyway. But I’d seen absolutely no hint of any psychological problem in him since that day five years ago.


“I want to tell you something about myself that no one knows,” he said now. He plucked a piece of beach grass from the sand. “Not even Patti knows this,” he said as he began tying the grass into a knot. “I need to tell you. But you have to promise me you won’t talk to her or to anyone else about what I say.”


“About what?” I couldn’t imagine where he was going with this.


“Promise me,” he said. “You’ll keep this between us.”


There had always been something of a mystery about Hunter, although Patti didn’t see it. Patti saw only perfection in him. “Did you serve time in jail or something?” I asked.


He smiled, the sun small specks of gold in the blue of his eyes. “Nothing like that,” he assured me.


“Is it something that could put Patti or John Paul in danger?” I asked. I wouldn’t be able to keep that promise.


“No. No, they’re safe. I would never put them in jeopardy.”


“All right, then. What’s this big secret?”


He took in a deep breath and looked hard into my eyes. “I was actually born in 1986,” he said.


I frowned. I couldn’t imagine why he’d joke with me when he knew how upset I was. “What are you talking about?” I asked. “You’re thirty-seven years old. You were born in”—I did the math in my head—“1935. I saw your medical record in the rehabilitation unit, remember?”


He shook his head. “No,” he said. “I was born in 1986.”


I felt a chill. He looked entirely serious. “Please don’t tease me. I can’t handle your teasing right now.”


“I’m not teasing,” he said, his voice sober. “I know this is going to sound crazy, but please just listen. Hear me out.”


“I’m listening.” I felt annoyed.


“I was born in 1986,” he said. “I got my doctorate from Princeton in 2017.”


“You got your doctorate from Duke.”


He shook his head. “I’m afraid that was a lie.”


I drew away from him, unnerved. “You’re scaring me, Hunter,” I said. “I don’t know why you’re being so weird, but stop it, okay? Seriously. I don’t need this right now.”


“Actually, you do need this,” he said soberly. “Otherwise, believe me, I would never tell you.”


“Tell me what?” I snapped.


He looked away from me then, out to the sea. His eyes had lost their sparkle and red splotches formed on his neck. He was clearly nervous and I softened toward him. Touched his arm. “Tell me what?” I asked, quietly this time.


“I told you the truth about being married and losing Rosie,” he said. “At the time of her death, I was working in a private astrophysics program near Washington, D.C., called Temporal Solutions.”


“But you grew up in New Jersey,” I said. “Is that still true?”


“Yes, but I moved to the Washington area—specifically, Alexandria, Virginia—when I was fifteen.” He glanced at me. “Which was 2001.”


“What do you mean, two thousand and one?”


“The year 2001. That’s when I was fifteen.”


“Hunter! Do you hear yourself? What is wrong with you? Please stop.” My eyes prickled with frustration. I couldn’t understand why he was doing this to me. Telling me nonsense. My brief burst of sympathy for him disappeared.


“I’m sorry, Carly,” he said, “but I have to tell you this. Hear me out, all right? Just hear me out.”


I folded my arms across my chest, annoyed, as I waited for him to continue.


He took in a breath. “I was involved in an experimental time-travel study,” he said.


I stared at him as the words registered. Then I laughed, although the sound was false, I hadn’t laughed in so long. “You act like you really believe what you’re saying.”


“I do believe it, because it’s the truth. Will you let me finish?”


“Sure,” I said, then added sarcastically, “I can use the entertainment.”


“My mother was a physicist,” he said. “The most brilliant person I’ve ever known. She was studying quantum physics and she—”


“What’s quantum physics?”


He brushed his hand through the air dismissively. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that during her studies, she discovered it’s possible to travel forward and backward in time.”


“Ridiculous.”


“She started a secret program under the cover of a sham business she called Temporal Solutions,” he continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “I didn’t know what she was involved with until I was in college. She told me then because she wanted me to study physics as well so I could join her in the program. When she told me about it, I—”


“Hunter, enough. Please stop.”


“There were only twelve people involved in the program at that time,” he said, as if he hadn’t heard me. “Twelve scientists my mother knew she could trust enough to enlist. By the time I got involved, five of them, including my mother, had already been sent backward and forward in time. And then—” He stopped, and I knew he saw the look of worry on my face. “I’m perfectly sane,” he assured me.


“But what you’re talking about isn’t possible,” I said.


“Yes, Carly, it is. To be honest, it’s not even all that complicated once the mechanism is understood. But it takes courage to do it. Stepping into the unknown and all of that. I made my first trip into the past when I was twenty-five. I went to 1900. It was a life-altering experience.” He smiled as if at a memory, while I wondered if I should run back to the house and get Patti. Tell her what was happening to her husband. Instead, I sat rooted to the dune, unsure what I should do as he continued.


“Then when I was thirty-two—it was 2018,” he said, “my mother wanted one of us to go to the sixties. She knew technology was going to take off during that era . . . this era, right now . . . and she saw savvy investing as a way to gain funding for the program. So whoever came to the sixties was not only supposed to record the experience but also invest in technology stocks, et cetera. I was reluctant to use the program in that mercenary a way. But then Rosie was killed. And my mother . . .” He hesitated for a moment. “She died,” he said. “And I thought, what the hell? I might as well volunteer to be the guy who goes to 1965. It’s what she wanted. But the problem was, there was a storm when I traveled and it threw off my calculations. Or maybe I was so depressed then that I screwed them up myself. I don’t know.” He gave a dismissive shrug. “I was supposed to land on the UNC campus. Instead I landed on the roof of that building and fell off. That’s how I broke my ankle and ended up in rehab. That’s how I . . .” He hesitated, then continued. “That’s how I met you and then Patti and—you two saved my life.” His voice cracked and he swallowed once, twice, before he continued. “Once I met Patti, I didn’t want to go back,” he said. “I’ll never go back. I don’t want the . . . the clutter of the future right now. There’s so much more going on in 2018, Carly. You can’t imagine what it’s like. Hundreds of channels on TV. Everybody has their own computer. Their own phone they carry around with them. There’s a digital revolution happening, and the medical and scientific advancements are unbelievable. But none of that compares to having Patti in my life. And to the . . . the simplicity of this life.” He swept his arm through the air to take in the sea and sky. “I love my life here.”


Tears welled up in my eyes. I felt both sad and frightened sitting there with him. Something was radically wrong with him and he needed my help. Maybe I should humor him as I quietly got to my feet and walked slowly back to the house to call for an ambulance. The closest hospital was in Elizabeth City, an hour and a half away. Did they have a psychiatrist there? I didn’t know, but I had to do something. I had to admit it to myself: Hunter had never been like other people. He always stood out in a crowd for a certain brilliance. A certain quirkiness, if truth be told. Had Patti and I been kidding ourselves for the past five years that he was perfectly normal, psychologically? Was he decompensating now? Maybe losing Joe, his best friend, and then learning the grim news about my baby . . . maybe all that had thrown him over the edge. He’d hidden his illness all these years and now it was back with a vengeance, and I was scared for him and for Patti and John Paul. And for myself. My entire world seemed to be crumbling around me.


“Honey.” I leaned forward, covering his hand with mine. “I think we need to get you some help,” I said. “Tomorrow, let’s drive to Elizabeth City and—”


“I’m . . . not . . . crazy.” He bit off the words, one by one. “I’m telling you this because there are ways to help your baby in the future.”


I leaned away, my concern for him suddenly turning to anger.


“That doctor said nothing can be done,” I said. “Why would you tease me like this?”


“I’m not teasing you,” he said. “He’s right that nothing can be done in 1970, but something can be done in the twenty-first century.”


I got to my feet and took a few steps away from him. I suddenly felt afraid of being alone out here with him. “I’m going in,” I said. “I’m finished talking to you about this.”


“Please don’t say anything to Patti!” he called after me. “Whether you believe me or not, please don’t say anything. You promised.”


I wouldn’t say anything to Patti, I thought, as I walked toward the house. At least not yet. I didn’t want to hurt Hunter. I adored him and didn’t know what I would have done without him in the months since Joe died, but I needed to get a better handle on what was wrong with him before I burdened Patti with it. He might be losing his mind, but I was sure he wasn’t a danger to himself or the rest of us. I wondered if he’d taken a hallucinogenic drug. I’d never known him to use drugs or even drink more than a couple of beers or a glass of wine. But someone might have slipped him something. I would see how he was later tonight before I mentioned anything to my sister.
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Patti and I made fried chicken for dinner that evening, the radio blaring in the kitchen as we cut up the chicken, chopped bits of ham hock for the butterbeans, and rolled out pastry for biscuits. We’d started cooking together after our parents died. We’d had no choice but to do it ourselves back then, and we always cooked with the radio on. Patti’d make it fun, dancing around the kitchen to Chuck Berry or the Everly Brothers. I was older when I realized she’d kept the mood light for my sake. Patti was always trying to keep the grief away.


Hunter had taken John Paul out to the beach to burn off some of the little boy’s one-year-old energy, and as I rolled out the pastry, I kept a careful eye on them through the window. John Paul was walking pretty well in the house, but on the beach he resorted to a crawl much of the time. I watched Hunter grab him from the sand, toss him gently into the air and catch him, nuzzling his neck with kisses while John Paul screeched with joy. My eyes burned watching them. I wanted my own healthy little baby. My Joanna. And I wanted my brother-in-law to go back to being his sweet, sane self.


“Hey Jude” came on the radio, and Patti shook her head. “I still can’t believe it,” she said.


I knew what she was talking about without her being more specific. A couple of weeks ago, Paul McCartney had announced the breakup of the Beatles and Patti wasn’t quite over it yet.


“I blame Yoko Ono,” she said. “Seriously. That woman cast some sort of spell on John.”


“Maybe they’ll get back together,” I said. “Maybe this is just a temporary thing.”


“I wish,” she said. Then she looked at me while I slipped a tray of biscuits into the oven. “Why don’t you get off your feet, Carly?” she said, the worried-big-sister tone in her voice. “I can manage everything. Just sit at the table and talk to me.”


“I’m fine,” I said, though I felt anything but fine. I picked up a cucumber and peeler from the counter. I didn’t want to sit. I wouldn’t be able to keep an eye on Hunter and John Paul through the window if I sat down at the broad old wooden table. Hunter was sitting on the beach now, playing with John Paul and a pail and shovel. The dunes blocked most of my view, but the two of them looked fine. I couldn’t believe I was actually having doubts about Hunter as a father. He was the best.


Patti followed my gaze outside as she pulled a stack of plates from the open shelving above the counter. “I worry it’s hard for you to see John Paul,” she said gently. “That it makes you feel sad about—” She motioned toward my belly.


I was a bit stunned. “Are you kidding?” I said, setting the cucumber on the chopping board. “It thrills me to see John Paul. He’s so healthy and happy, and I’m so glad you have him.”


She turned toward me. Setting the plates on the countertop, she bit her lip as though trying to hold back the question she was thinking. “What are you going to do?” she asked finally, her blue eyes studying my face.


“I’m going to have her,” I said simply. I worried I was condemning Joanna to terrible suffering by giving birth to her, but what if those doctors were wrong and she was actually fine? I still clung to that fervent hope. I wished I knew the right thing to do. All I did know was that, with the baby inside me, I still had a little bit of Joe with me. My throat tightened and I focused once again on chopping the cucumber. “I hope I’m making the right choice, sis,” I said.


She put an arm around my waist and rested her cheek on my shoulder. “I love you,” she said. “And whatever you decide, I’ll be right there with you.”


After dinner, Patti and Hunter took John Paul upstairs to get him ready for bed while I did the dishes. Hunter had seemed like his usual self over dinner, and I wondered if he even remembered his crazy talk from the beach. I was drying the last plate when he walked into the kitchen.


“I want you to look at something, Carly,” he said quietly. “Put down the plate and hold out your hand.”


I set the plate on the counter as he reached into his pants pocket and drew out two coins, dropping them into my palm. “Look at them,” he said. “Look at the dates on them.”


They were quarters and I turned them over so I could see the dates in the fading sunlight that sifted through the kitchen windows. One was 2014 and the other 2016. I looked up at him. “Where did you get these?” I asked.


“I saved them from when I . . . when I arrived here,” he said. “And I have a stack of bills—a lot of money—a lot—from 2018, too. The money is in a safe-deposit box in Raleigh. Of course it can’t be used in 1970.”


I felt shaken. I wasn’t sure how to explain what he was showing me. He could have had the coins minted someplace, I supposed, but why would he do that? Why would he go to that trouble? And that advance planning would shoot a hole—several holes—through my wishful thinking that he was suffering the effects of a drug that would soon wash out of his system.


“So,” I said slowly, “if you had a lot of money when you fell off that roof in ’65, where was it when the ambulance came to take you to the hospital?” I’d read his records back then. He’d arrived at the hospital with a change of clothes and a wallet in a mustard-yellow backpack and that was it.


He nodded as though he’d expected the question. “I hid it in the shrubs where I fell,” he said. “I had it in a plastic bag and I didn’t want to be found with it, so I dug a hole in the dirt with my hands and buried it. I got it back once I was well.”


“This is . . . it’s ridiculous, Hunter.” I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but these coins notwithstanding . . . it’s just not believable.”


“I have a way to convince you,” he said. “To truly convince you. What date is today?”


“May third,” I said.


“All right.” He nodded as though pleased by the date. “In a day or so—I can’t remember the exact date, but it’s soon, very soon—”


“What’s very soon?”


“Something terrible is going to happen.” He made a face as though he tasted something sour. “I hate doing it this way,” he said. “I hate telling you about this ahead of time, but it may be the only way I can prove to you that what I’m saying is true.”


I hung the dish towel from the oven door with a sigh. “What now?” I asked. “What is—supposedly—going to happen?”


“It’s at Kent State University in Ohio,” he said. “You know how the student war protests are intensifying there and they called in the National Guard?”


I nodded. The protests were intensifying everywhere, actually. At UNC, my alma mater, the students were on strike. I always felt torn, watching them on the TV news. The scenes of their angry protests were often followed by footage of our soldiers fighting in Vietnam, the war that took my husband from me. I found myself agreeing with the protesters more often than not these days, and then I’d fill with shame. I didn’t ever want to feel as though Joe had died in vain, fighting a war we should never have gotten into.


“Are you listening to me?” Hunter frowned. “Did you hear what I said?”


“I . . . no,” I admitted. “What did you say?”


“Kent State. It’s sometime this week, I’m pretty sure. I don’t remember exactly when, but the National Guard will kill four students there.”


“What? Hunter, I don’t know what’s going on with you, but you need to stop it.” I lowered my voice. “Stop talking this way or I swear I’ll tell Patti.”


“It’s going to happen,” he said. “And they’ll injure other students, too. I don’t remember how many, but I do know four students die and another one is left paralyzed. It’s a horrible piece of American history. If it doesn’t happen, you can tell Patti I’ve gone off my rocker, all right? But it’s going to happen.”


“How can you possibly know that?”


“Because it’s in the history books I had in school in the nineties,” he said simply. “Then Neil Young will write a song about it. ‘Ohio,’ it’s called. Only he pronounces it ‘Oh-Hi-Oh,’ and—”


“Enough,” I said, putting my hands over my ears. “I don’t know what to think or believe or . . . If you supposedly know this is going to happen, why don’t you stop it? You’re going to just let those students get killed?”


“One of the questions we were researching at Temporal Solutions was if the past could be changed,” he said. He sounded like a madman.


“And . . . ?”


“It can be, but it’s a very dangerous thing to do, so my mother laid down the law,” he said. “No tampering with the past.” He was talking rapidly, the way he often did when he got excited. Even when I was first getting to know him in the rehab ward, he occasionally talked that way. I remembered wondering if he was manic then, and I was thinking the same thing now. “Martin Luther King, for example,” he continued. “One of our scientists was this black guy and he worked out an experiment for himself. He planned to go back to 1968 and somehow stop the shooting that left King paralyzed. But—”


“Left him dead, you mean.”


“No! That’s exactly my point about how we have to be careful when we tamper with the past,” he said. “King was shot in the neck and paralyzed from the neck down, but our guy—Dave was his name—he broke into the room where James Earl Ray was staying and knocked him off balance. Ray still fired, only this time it resulted in getting King killed instead of saving him.”


“Oh my God,” I said, before I remembered this had to be a made-up bunch of poppycock. “Hunter,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t know why you’re doing this. Making all this stuff up. But even if I believed you, even if it’s all true, why are you telling me about it?”


“Because I want to send you to the year 2001,” he said. “They can treat your baby then. Before it’s born. It’s called fetal surgery. I know they—”


“You want to send me to 2001?” I rolled my eyes. “On a plane or a ship or what? This is nonsense. I’m going up to my room to read,” I said. “I can’t listen to this anymore.”


“I’ll be going to RTP in the morning,” he reminded me, and I remembered tomorrow was Monday, the start of his short workweek away from home. That worried me. If he really was going off the deep end, I didn’t like the idea of him being alone. “You and I can talk more about this when I get back,” he said.


“You’ll call Patti a couple of times a day, like you usually do?” I asked.


He smiled. He knew I thought he was losing his mind. “Of course,” he said. “And I’m fine, Carly,” he added. “You’ll see.”
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By the time I came downstairs in the morning, Hunter was already gone and Patti was making John Paul breakfast. I headed out to walk on the beach as I’d been doing nearly every morning since moving in with them. My obstetrician—back when he thought I had a normal, healthy pregnancy—told me the gentle exercise was good for my baby and I liked the time alone. Since getting the horrible news at NIH, I had to force myself just to get up in the morning, much less go for a walk. I had to keep going, though. I was hoping for a miracle—a perfectly healthy baby. I needed to keep doing my best for her.


It was warm enough this morning that I kicked off my sneakers, rolled up the hem of my jeans, and headed barefoot toward the water line. The sun was barely above the horizon, spilling wavy peach and orange light onto the water. I walked toward the pier, which was my usual route. I liked seeing the pier in the distance, the way it stretched far into the water. I liked knowing it was exactly a mile and a half from our house, making my walk three miles. And I liked how the sound of the sea, rhythmic and so familiar, gave me time to think, and sometimes to cry.


There was another reason I liked walking to the pier. Memories. My walk took me past the small cottage that used to belong to Joe’s aunt and uncle. It was where I met him in 1959, a year after my parents’ death, when I was fifteen years old. His aunt and uncle’s cottage wasn’t officially one of the old Unpainted Aristocracy. It was much newer, the siding barely weathered back then, but it was only a few houses away from our string of ancient cottages and it fit in well.


I was beachcombing by myself early on that particular morning, something I’d done every morning of every childhood summer for as long as I could remember. That summer, though, was my first without my parents. My first as an orphan. Patti and I rattled around the big musty house, stumbling over summertime memories of our parents in every room. Being out on the beach was something of an escape. My quarry as I walked was shark teeth and sea glass and I had huge collections of both. I had the beach to myself that morning when I spotted Joe a short distance ahead of me. He was fishing, alone, casting his line into the waves. I’d only recently started noticing boys in a new way—a way that made my stomach tighten, my mouth water. This particular boy had that effect on me even from a distance. He wore only blue bathing trunks, and while he certainly wasn’t heavy, he was muscular for a teenaged boy. His legs and arms were tight and toned, although they were pink instead of tan. He was getting a burn and I knew he had to be a tourist. His reddish-blond hair was short, somewhere between curly and wavy. I couldn’t have said back then why the sight of him made my stomach do a flip. All I knew was that, at that moment, the last thing on my mind was finding another piece of sea glass.


I didn’t stop to think before walking right up to him.


“Hi!” I called out as I neared him. “Catching anything?”


“I’m about to give up,” he said, reeling in a long strand of seaweed and nothing else.


I peered into his empty pail. “What are you using for bait?”


“I was using squid,” he said. “But I’m out, so I guess I have to pack it in for the morning.”


“I’m Carly,” I said.


“Joe.” He had mesmerizing translucent blue eyes. The skin on his arms and chest was freckled, and a spattering of freckles ran across his pink nose. “My aunt and uncle just bought that house”—he pointed toward the new cottage behind us—“and I’m here for the summer.”


The entire summer? My heartbeat quickened. “Do you want to give up?” I asked.


“Huh?” He looked perplexed by my question. “What do you mean?”


“I mean, you said you had to give up fishing because you don’t have any bait,” I said. “But you don’t have to stop.”


“Fish without bait?” He laughed. “That’s a new one.”


“No, really.” The tide was going out and I walked barefoot into the surf where it pulled back over the beach, leaving dozens of V-shaped rivulets of water behind. Dropping to my knees, I dug my fingers into the sand at the point of one of the Vs and pulled out a mole crab. I carried it back to him.


“This is a sand flea,” I said, holding the unlucky two-inch crab out to him on the palm of my hand. “Pop it on your hook and see what bites.”


He stared at me, a look of amusement on his face that made me suddenly weak in the knees. “Seriously?” he asked.


“Seriously.”


He looked at the crab in my hand. “How do you put it on the hook?”


I pulled the seaweed from his line and demonstrated baiting the hook with the crab. I did it quickly, rather cockily, showing off. I was suddenly grateful to my father for teaching me this trick when I was six years old. I felt as though Daddy was peering over my shoulder at that moment, cheering me on.


“Do you have a pole?” he asked when I’d finished. “Want to fish with me?”


I hadn’t fished in a couple of years, but I decided that was a very good day to begin again and I ran home to get my pole. Together that day, we reeled in half a dozen sea mullet and a seven-pound sheepshead. Joe’s aunt and uncle invited Patti and me over for dinner and the sheepshead fed all five of us.


I spent the rest of that summer with Joe, fishing and swimming, playing miniature golf, rubbing lotion on his hideous blistering sunburn—he didn’t have the right skin for the beach, which was a shame because he clearly loved it. We laughed a lot that summer and fell madly in love. We’d kiss for hours at night on the gigantic dunes of Jockey’s Ridge. Puppy love, Patti called it, but she adored Joe and trusted him to treat me well. I knew it wasn’t puppy love. I knew I’d met The One. I was right.


Joe was an “Army brat,” one of those kids who moved from place to place depending on where his father was stationed. He was an only child, and ever since he was small, he’d spent the summers with his aunt and uncle wherever they were living. He said they were the opposite of his strict parents. “I like the balance,” he told me, and I thought that he was so mature to be able to appreciate both the discipline and the freedom in his life.


It was an idyllic summer, but as always happens, it came to an end. Joe went back to his parents in Texas and Patti and I went home to Raleigh, and everyone—except Joe and me—thought that would be the end of our romance. But we wrote to each other several times a week and saved our allowances for long, sweet phone calls on Sunday nights. He’d always start those calls the same way: Hey, girl, he’d drawl, his voice full of affection, and my heart would melt. Our relationship grew deep and serious even before the next summer began.
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