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  We are not human beings having a spiritual experience; we are spiritual beings having a human experience.




  —PIERRE TEILHARD DE CHARDIN




  There is a land of the living and a land of the dead and the bridge is love, the only survival, the only meaning.




  —THORNTON WILDER




  







  INTRODUCTION




  I BELIEVE IN MIRACLES.




  Not just the simple wonders of creation, like my new son at home nursing in my wife’s arms, or the majesties of nature, like the sun setting in the sky. I’m talking about real

  miracles, like turning water into wine or bringing the living back from the dead.




  My name is Florio Ferrente. My father, a fireman, christened me after St. Florian, the patron saint of our profession. Like my pop, I worked my whole life for Engine Company 5 on Freeman Street

  in Revere, Massachusetts. I served as God’s humble servant, going where the Lord dispatched me, saving the lives that He wanted rescued. You could say I was a man on a mission, and I’m

  proud of what I did every day.




  Sometimes we arrived at a fire too late to make a difference. We threw water on the roof but the house still burned down. Other times we got the job done, protecting lives, whole neighborhoods,

  and plenty of pets. Those cats and dogs sure chewed me up, but I’m glad I hauled every single one down the ladder.




  Most folks have a picture of us loaded with gear rushing into flaming buildings. That’s right. This is serious business. But in the quieter moments we also have our share of laughs. We can

  send a pal flying up into the air with a blast from the pressure hose, and we make our wives crazy planting rusty old hydrants next to the geraniums in our backyards. We have more toy fire trucks

  than our kids and we get into shouting matches over the best color for emergency vehicles. For the record, I prefer old-fashioned red to that ugly neon yellow.




  Above all, we tell stories, the kind where we turn down the TV, kick back in the La-Z-Boy, and relax for a while.




  What follows is my favorite. It’s about what happened thirteen years ago on the General Edwards drawbridge not far from the redbrick station I call home. It wasn’t the first time we

  had raced there to pry people out of wrecks or scoop up folks who had been hit in the crosswalk.




  My first trip to the bridge was back in the Blizzard of ’78, when an old man missed the warning light that the ramp was going up. He crashed through the barrier, flew right off the edge,

  and was submerged in his Pontiac for twenty-nine minutes. We knew because that was how long his Timex had stopped when the divers cut him out from under the ice. He was frozen blue with no pulse,

  and I went to work breathing life back into him. In a few ticks, his skin turned pink and his eyes blinked open. I was about twenty-four years old, and it was the most amazing thing I’d ever

  seen.




  The Revere Independent called it a miracle. I like to think it was God’s will. In this line of work, the truth is you try to forget most of your runs, especially the sad ones where

  people die. If you’re lucky they dissolve into a great big blur in your brain. But there are some cases you can never get out of your mind. They stay with you for your whole life. Counting

  the old man in the ice, I’ve had three.




  When I was just a rookie, I carried a lifeless five-year-old girl from a hellish three-alarm on Squire Road. Her name was Eugenia Louise Cushing, and she was covered in soot. Her pupils were

  pinpoint, she wasn’t breathing, and her blood pressure was undetectable, but I kept trying to revive her. Even when the medical examiner pronounced her dead on the scene and began to fill out

  the paperwork, I kept going. Then all of a sudden, little Eugenia sat up on the stretcher, coughed, rubbed her eyes, and asked for a glass of milk. That was my first miracle.




  I picked up Eugenia’s crumpled death certificate and put it away in my wallet. It’s all tattered now, but I keep it as reminder that anything is possible in this world.




  That brings me to the case of Charlie St. Cloud. Like I said, it starts with a calamity on the drawbridge over the Saugus River, but there’s a lot more to it than that. It’s about

  devotion and the unbreakable bond between brothers. It’s about finding your soul mate where you least expect. It’s about life cut short and love lost. Some folks would call it a

  tragedy, and I see their point. But I’ve always tried to find the good in the most desperate situations, and that’s why the story of these boys stays with me.




  You may think some of this seems far-fetched, even impossible. Believe me, I know we all cling to life and its certainties. It’s not easy in these cynical times to cast off the hardness

  and edge that get us through our days. But try just a little. Open your eyes and you will see what I can see. And if you’ve ever wondered what happens when a person close to you is taken too

  soon—and it’s always too soon—you may find other truths here, truths that may break the grip of sadness in your life, that may set you free from guilt, that may even bring you

  back to this world from wherever you are hiding. And then you will never feel alone.




  The bulk of this tale takes place here in the snug little village of Marblehead, Massachusetts, a wedge of rock jutting into the Atlantic. It is almost twilight now. I stand in the ancient town

  cemetery on a sloping hill where two weeping willows and a small mausoleum overlook the harbor. Sailboats tug at moorings, seagulls fly in force, and little boys cast their lines from the dock.

  Someday they will grow up to hit home runs and kiss girls. Life goes on, infinite, irrepressible.




  Nearby, I see a fuzzy old man put a fistful of hollyhocks on his wife’s grave. A history buff makes a rubbing from a weathered stone. The tidy rows of monuments drop down to a cove on the

  water. When I was a school kid, I learned that once upon a time America’s first patriots spied from this hilltop on British warships below.




  We’ll start by going back thirteen years to September 1991. In the rec room at the firehouse, we were polishing off bowls of my wife’s famous spumoni, arguing about Clarence

  Thomas, and screaming about the Red Sox, who were chasing the Blue Jays for the pennant. Then we heard the tones on the box, rushed to the rig, and took off.




  Now turn the page, come along on the ride, and let me tell you about the death and life of Charlie St. Cloud.




  







  I




  RACING THE MOON




  







  ONE




  CHARLIE ST. CLOUD WASN’T THE BEST OR BRIGHTEST BOY in Essex County, but he was surely the most promising. He was junior-class vice

  president, shortstop of the Marblehead Magicians, and co-captain of the debate club. With a mischievous dimple on one cheek, nose and forehead freckled from the sun, and caramel eyes hidden beneath

  a flop of sandy-blond hair, he was already handsome at fifteen. He was a friend to jocks and geeks and even had a girlfriend one year older at school. Yes, Charlie St. Cloud was a blessed boy,

  quick of mind and body, destined for good things, perhaps even a scholarship at Dartmouth, Princeton, or one of those Ivied places.




  His mother, Louise, cheered his every achievement. Indeed, Charlie was both cause and cure for her own life’s disappointments. Those troubles had begun the very moment he was conceived, an

  unwanted pregnancy that pushed the man she loved—a carpenter with good hands—right out the door. Next came Charlie’s obstructed journey into the world, catching somewhere deep

  inside and requiring bloody surgery to be born. Soon a second son arrived from another vanished father, and the years blurred into one endless struggle. But for all her woes, Charlie erased her

  pain with those twinkling eyes and optimism. She had grown to depend on him as her angel, her messenger of hope, and he could do no wrong.




  He grew up fast, worked hard at his books, watched out for his mom, and loved his kid brother more than anyone in the world. His name was Sam, and his father—a bail bondsman—was

  gone, too, barely leaving a trace except for his son’s curly brown hair and some bluish bruises on Louise’s face. Charlie believed he was the only true protector of his little brother,

  and someday, together, he knew they would make something of themselves in the world. The boys were three years apart, opposites in coloring and throwing arms, but best friends, united in their love

  of catching fish, climbing trees, a beagle named Oscar, and the Red Sox.




  Then one day, Charlie made a disastrous decision, a mistake the police could not explain and the juvenile court did its best to overlook.




  To be precise, Charlie ruined everything on Friday, September 20, 1991.




  Mom was working the late shift at Penni’s market on Washington Street. The boys had come home from school with mischief on their minds. They had no homework to do until Sunday night. They

  had already gone spying on the Flynn twins down the block. They had jumped a fence and snuck onto the property of the Czech refugee who claimed to have invented the bazooka. At sunset, they had

  played catch under the pine trees in their yard on Cloutman’s Lane, just as they had done every night since Charlie had given Sam his first Rawlings glove for his seventh birthday. But now it

  was dark, and they had run out of adventures.




  Sam might have settled for crashing and watching Chris Isaak’s “Wicked Game” video on MTV, but Charlie had a surprise. He wanted action and had just the plan.




  “How ’bout night fishing on Devereux Beach?” he asked Sam, setting his brother up perfectly.




  “Boring,” Sam said. “We always do that. How ’bout a movie? Terminator 2’s playing at the Warwick. Nick Burridge will sneak us in the back.”




  “I’ve got a better idea.”




  “It’s R-rated. What’s better than that?”




  Charlie pulled out two tickets from the pocket of his jeans jacket. Red Sox tickets. They were playing the Yankees. Boston was on a roll, and the evil Bronx Bombers had lost eleven of their last

  thirteen.




  “No way! Where’d those come from?” Sam asked.




  “I have my ways.”




  “How we gonna get there? Fly?”




  “Don’t you worry about that. Mrs. Pung is on vacation. We can borrow her wagon.”




  “Borrow? You don’t even have a license!”




  “You want to go or not?”




  “What about Mom?”




  “Don’t worry. She’ll never know.”




  “We can’t leave Oscar. He’ll freak out and mess up the house.”




  “He can come too.”




  Sure enough, Charlie, Sam, and their beagle were soon driving to Boston in Mrs. Pung’s Country Squire. Without their neighbor Mrs. Pung, that is. The police report would make considerable

  mention of two unlicensed minors, a dog, and a white stolen vehicle with red interior. But Mrs. Pung dropped the auto-theft charges when she got back from Naples, Florida. They were good kids, she

  said. They only borrowed the car. They made a terrible mistake. They more than paid the price.




  The drive took thirty minutes, and Charlie was especially careful on Route 1A where the Swampscott and Lynn cops patrolled. The boys listened to the pregame show on WRKO, talked about the last

  time they’d been to the ballpark, and counted their money, calculating they had enough for two Fenway Franks each, a Coke, and peanuts.




  “This is our year,” Sam said. “The Sox’ll win the Series.”




  “They just have to break the Curse of the Bambino,” Charlie said. It was the superstition of every red-blooded Boston fan: Trading Babe Ruth to the Yankees had put a hex on the

  Sox.




  “You don’t believe in that stuff, do you?”




  “Think about it. The Sox haven’t won the Series since 1918. The Yanks have done it twenty-two times. You do the math.”




  “C’mon, the Babe didn’t make Bill Buckner boot that ground ball in ’86.” Buckner was the reviled first baseman who let an easy dribbler through his legs in the

  World Series, costing the Sox game six and, many swore, the championship.




  “How do you know?”




  “He just didn’t.”




  “Well, I think he did.”




  “Did not.”




  “Did too.”




  A standoff.




  “Draw?” Sam said reluctantly.




  “Okay, draw.”




  And with that, the argument was done but not over. A draw was their way of stopping a dispute that would have gone on all night. It would be dutifully recorded in Charlie & Sam’s

  Book of Big & Small Arguments. And after the proper procedural motions, it could be started up again at any point. Ignoring their age difference, Sam threw himself into these arguments with

  passion, and the two brothers often spent hours in the Abbot public library on Pleasant Street gathering ammunition for their battles.




  Now, with its red bricks and shimmering glass, Boston was waiting across the Charles River. They turned down Brookline Avenue and could see the hazy lights of the stadium. Biting at the chilly

  air, Oscar leaned out the window. With his red and white coat, he was the perfect mascot for the adventure.




  In the parking lot, the boys stuffed their beagle into a backpack and took off for the bleachers. As they reached their seats a thundering cheer rose for Roger Clemens, #21, throwing his first

  rocket. The boys laughingly bowed left and right to acknowledge the crowd. A stadium guard would later testify he saw the two unaccompanied youths, wearing caps and carrying mitts, but did not stop

  or question them.




  Their seats were in right field, directly behind a guy who must have been seven feet tall, but it didn’t matter. It could have poured, it could have snowed. Nothing could ruin the

  spectacle of the Green Monster in left field, the grass, the chalk lines, and the infield dirt. They were right near Pesky’s pole, just 302 feet from home plate, easy distance for catching a

  home run.




  One of their heroes, Wade Boggs, sat out the game with a sore right shoulder, but Jody Reed took his place and delivered, with a run-scoring double and homer off the left-field foul pole. The

  boys ate two hot dogs each with extra relish. Oscar got some Cracker Jacks from a woman in the next row. A big bearded guy next to her gave them a few sips of Budweiser. Charlie was careful not to

  drink too much. Still, the police report would mention traces of alcohol in their blood. There was enough to raise questions, but not enough for answers.




  Clemens shut out the Yankees, allowing only three hits and striking out seven. The crowd cheered, and Oscar howled. With the final out and a 2–0 victory in the books, the fans scattered

  but the boys stayed in their seats, replaying the highlights. The team was now miraculously within striking distance of Toronto. Instead of falling apart in September, always the cruelest month,

  the Sox were surging.




  “Someday, we’ll have season tickets,” Charlie said. “Right there behind home plate in the first row.”




  “The bleachers are good enough for me,” Sam said, eating the last of the peanuts. “I don’t care about the seats. As long as it’s you and me, that’s what makes

  baseball great.”




  “We’ll always play ball, Sam. No matter what.”




  The stadium lights began shutting down. The ground crew had just about spread the tarp over the infield.




  “We better go,” Charlie said.




  The boys headed for the parking lot, where the white station wagon was all alone. The drive home was much faster. Springsteen was born to run on the radio. There was hardly any traffic. The trip

  would take half an hour. They would be home by 10:30. Mom wouldn’t be back until midnight. Mrs. Pung in Florida would never know.




  Just past the Wonderland Greyhound Park, Sam pulled a cassette from his pocket and stuck it in the radio. It was U2’s The Joshua Tree. Charlie sang along to “With or Without

  You.”




  “Bono rocks,” Sam said.




  “The Boss.”




  “Bono.”




  “The Boss.”




  “Draw?”




  “Draw.”




  They drove silently for a while, then Sam asked out of the blue, “How long will it be until I’m grown up?”




  “You already are,” Charlie answered.




  “I’m serious. When do I stop being a kid?”




  “Officially,” Charlie said, “when you’re twelve, you’re a man and you can do what you want.”




  “Says who?”




  “Says me.”




  “I’m a man and I can do what I want,” Sam said, enjoying the sound of it. A great moon floated on the Saugus River, and he rolled down the window. “Look,” he said.

  “It’s bigger tonight. Must be closer to us.”




  “Nah,” Charlie said. “It’s always the same distance. That’s just an optical illusion.”




  “What’s that?”




  “When your eye plays tricks on you.”




  “What kind of trick?”




  “Wherever it is in the sky,” Charlie said, “it’s always 225,745 miles away.” He did the math. Numbers were easy for him. “At our speed right now, it would

  take about 170 days to get there.”




  “Mom wouldn’t be too crazy about that,” Sam said.




  “And Mrs. Pung wouldn’t be happy about the mileage.”




  The boys laughed. Then Sam said, “It’s no optical delusion. It’s closer tonight. I swear. Look, you can see a halo just like an angel’s.”




  “No such thing,” Charlie said. “That’s a refraction of the ice crystals in the upper atmosphere.”




  “Gee, I thought it was a refraction of the ice crystals on your butt!” Sam howled with laughter, and Oscar barked in a series of sharp, distinctive woofs.




  Charlie checked his mirrors, aimed the car straight ahead, and took one quick glance to the right. The moon was flickering between the iron railings of the drawbridge, keeping pace with them as

  they sped home. It sure seemed closer than ever tonight. He turned his head for a better look. He thought the bridge was empty so he pushed down on the gas.




  Of all his reckless decisions that night, surely this was the worst. Charlie raced the moon, and in the final second before the end, he saw the perfect image of happiness. Sam’s innocent

  face looking up at him. The curl dangling over his forehead. The Rawlings glove on his hand. And then there was only fracturing glass, metal, and blackness.




  







  TWO




  WITH A COLD WIND RUSHING THROUGH THE SPANS IN THE General Edwards bridge, Florio Ferrente snatched the jaws of life from the back of his rig.

  The serrated blades weighed forty-one pounds and could chop through steel, but he wielded them like kitchen scissors in his hulking hands.




  Florio kneeled for a moment and offered the fireman’s prayer that came to his lips every time he went to work.




  Give me courage.




  Give me strength.




  Please, Lord, through it all, be at my side.




  Then came the blur of action. One thousand—one million—calculations and considerations. All instantaneous. He evaluated the spilled gasoline and the chance of a spark or explosion.

  He assessed the fastest way into the wreck—through the windshield, hood, or doors? And he did the math on how much time he had for this rescue. Time, precious time.




  Florio ran past the jagged skid marks and jackknifed tractor trailer. He didn’t bother to stop for the truck driver leaning against the center divider. The man’s head was in his

  hands. He reeked of beer and blood. It was one of the rules of rescue: Heaven protects fools and drunks. The guy would be fine.




  The instant license-plate check on the white wagon had produced the first bit of information. The Ford belonged to Mrs. Norman Pung of Cloutman’s Lane, Marblehead. Age: 73.

  Vision-impaired. Perhaps the first clue.




  The vehicle was crunched and tossed upside down, like a cockroach, its front end smashed into the railing of the bridge. He could tell from the trail of glass and metal that the car had rolled

  at least twice. Florio dropped to the pavement and peered through a squashed window.




  There was no noise inside. No sound of breathing or moaning. Blood trickled through cracks in the metal.




  With swift movements, he jammed a power spreader into the narrow space between the hood and door. A quick flick of his thumb and the hydraulics surged. The car frame groaned as the machine drove

  the metal apart, clearing a narrow crawl space. Florio pushed his head inside the wreck and saw two boys, upside down, unconscious, tangled in seat belts. Their twisted arms were wrapped around

  each other in a bloody embrace. No sign of Mrs. Pung.




  “Two traumatic arrests up front,” he shouted to his partner, Trish Harrington. “A dog in back. Scoop and run. Priority One.”




  He slid out of the wreckage and shoved the Hurst tool into the hinges of the door. Another jab of the thumb, and the blades took two powerful bites. Florio pulled the door right off and threw it

  across the pavement.




  “Gimme two C-spine collars,” he yelled. “And two short backboards.”




  He crawled back inside. “Can you hear me?” he said to the smaller boy. “Talk to me.” No response. No movement. The kid’s face and neck were wet with blood, eyes and

  lips swollen.




  It was another rule of rescue: If the child is quiet, be scared.




  Florio wrapped a brace around the boy’s neck, strapped on a backboard, then cut the seat belt with his knife. He lowered the patient gently and pulled him out onto the pavement. He was

  slight, around eighty pounds, and, incredibly, was still wearing a Rawlings baseball glove on one hand.




  “Pupils are blown,” Florio said, checking with his flashlight. “He’s posturing. Blood from the ears.” Bad signs, all. Time to go after the other victim. He climbed

  back inside. The teenager was pinned beneath the steering column. Florio wedged another spreader into the foot space and hit the hydraulics. As the metal separated, he could see one open fracture

  of the femur. And he smelled the awful brew of radiator fluid and blood.




  He collared the boy quickly and tied the back brace into place, then pulled him out and carefully set him down on the pavement.




  “Can you hear me?” he said. Not a word.




  “Squeeze my hand if you can hear me,” he said. Nothing.




  The two young victims were now lying side by side on backboards. The little dog in the backseat was hopeless, crushed between the rear axle and the trunk. What a waste. “St.

  Francis,” he whispered, “bless this creature with your grace.”




  Florio checked his watch. This was the golden hour: less than sixty minutes to save their lives. If he could stabilize them and get them to the trauma surgeons, they might survive.




  He and his partner lifted the first boy into their ambulance. Then the second. Trish ran around to the driver’s seat. Florio climbed in back and leaned out to pull the doors shut. On the

  horizon, he saw the full moon. God dropped it there, he was sure, as a reminder of our small place in the world. A reminder that what is beautiful is fleeting.




  Then the ambulance lurched forward, and the siren screamed. He pulled the doors closed. For an instant, his fingers found the well-worn gold medallion around his neck. It was St. Jude of

  Desperate Situations.




  Show me the way . . .




  He put his stethoscope to the chest of the younger boy. He listened and knew the simple truth.




  This was a time for miracles.




  







  THREE




  A MIST SHROUDED THE GROUND, MUFFLING THE SOUNDS of the world. Charlie, Sam, and Oscar huddled in the damp and dark. There was no one else

  around. They could have been anywhere or nowhere. It didn’t matter. They were together.




  “Mom will kill us for this,” Sam said, shivering. He smacked his fist into his mitt. “She’s gonna be mad. Really mad.”




  “Don’t worry, little man,” Charlie said. He pushed the curls from his brother’s face. “I’ll take care of it.”




  He could imagine his mother’s disappointment: her forehead turning red, the veins in her temples pulsing, her devastating frown with those little lines scrunching around her lips.




  “They’ll send us to jail for this,” Sam said. “Mrs. Pung will make us pay, and we don’t have any money.” He turned his head and focused on a jagged shape in

  the murk. There it was—the carcass of the station wagon. What hadn’t been destroyed in the crash had been cut to pieces by the rescuers.




  “You won’t go to jail,” Charlie said. “You’re not old enough. They wouldn’t punish a twelve-year-old that way. Maybe me, I was driving; but not

  you.”




  “What are we gonna do?” Sam said.




  “I’ll think of something.”




  “I’m sorry,” Sam said. “It was my fault.”




  “No, it wasn’t.”




  “I distracted you with the moon.”




  “No, you didn’t. I should’ve seen the truck and gotten out of the way.”




  Sam thwacked his glove. The sound fell flat in the nothingness. Another thwack. “So now what?” he said.




  “Give me a minute,” Charlie said. “I’m thinking.” He looked around, trying to make sense of the landscape. There was no sign of the bridge, no curve of the river,

  no outline of the city. The sky was a blanket of black. He searched for Polaris, the North Star. He scanned for any constellation to give him bearings. All he could see were shapes moving in the

  distance, solids in the fluid of night.




  And then through the gloom, he began to realize where they were. Somehow, mysteriously, they had been transported to a small hill with two drooping willows overlooking the harbor. He recognized

  the curve of the shore with its huddle of masts bobbing on the water and the green glow of the lighthouse.




  “I think we’re home,” he said.




  “How’d that happen?”




  “No idea, but look, there’s Tucker’s wharf.”




  He pointed, but Sam wasn’t interested. “Mom’s going to ground us,” Sam said. “We better make up a good story, or she’ll use the belt.”




  “No, she won’t,” Charlie said. “I’m coming up with a plan right now. Trust me.”




  But he had no idea what to do or how to get them out of this jam. Then he saw another light in the distance, faint at first, but growing brighter. Maybe a flashlight or a rescue party. Oscar

  began to bark, friendly at first, then he let out a long yowl.




  “Look,” Sam said. “Who’s that?”




  “Oh shit.” Charlie never swore, and Sam tensed up.




  “Is that Mom?”




  “No, I don’t think so.”




  “Then who? Who’s coming? I’m scared.”




  The light was warm and bright, and it was getting closer.




  “Don’t be afraid,” Charlie said.




  They were dead and gone.




  No pulse. No breath. Hypoxic. No oxygen in the blood, from cardiac arrest brought on by blunt trauma. Dead and gone. Florio flashed his light stick one more time into the blown pupils of the

  older boy. They were black and bottomless.




  He stuck leads on the kid’s wrists and left chest, then punched the button on the monitor. The line on the six-second ECG strip was flat.




  “This is Medic Two,” he said into the radio. “I’ve got two crunch cases. Pulseless nonbreathers.”




  Florio grabbed his intubation kit and slipped the curved steel blade of the laryngoscope into the boy’s mouth. Pushing aside the kid’s slack tongue, he aimed for the entryway to the

  trachea, a small gap between the vocal cords. He pressed harder and the instrument eased into position. Perfect. With a whirl of motion, he inflated the cuff, fastened the ambu bag, and began to

  ventilate.




  The vehicle hurtled toward the North Shore ER, and Florio knew there was really only one chance left. So he pulled out the Zoll defibrillator paddles, pressed them to the kid’s bare chest,

  pushed the button with his thumb, and blasted him with 250 joules.




  Damn.




  The monitor showed no cardiac conversion. The heart was still in V-fib, quivering like Jell-O in a bowl. In rapid mechanical movements, Florio clamped a tourniquet on the kid’s arm, found

  a vein, jabbed a needle, plugged in an IV line, and pumped epinephrine. Then he dialed up 300 joules.




  He pressed the button, and the body convulsed. Again no luck, but Florio had been here before. He had saved countless diabetics in hypoglycemic seizure with shots of D50. He had rescued dozens

  of heroin OD’s with blasts of Narcan. He never gave up. It was never too late for miracles. Even when a casket was covered with dirt, it wasn’t necessarily over. Over the years, he had

  collected clippings about the dead rising up and banging on their coffins to get out. He was especially fond of the case in South Africa of the reverend who stunned mourners at his own funeral when

  he joined in the chorus of his favorite hymn from inside the casket. And there was the Greek Orthodox bishop lying in state as congregants paid their final respects. When church bells began to

  ring, he woke up, climbed down from the catafalque, and demanded to know why everyone was staring.




  So Florio dialed up 320 joules on the Zoll and hit the button. The body in front of him heaved from the shock. This was the last chance. Unless he could get the boy back into regular cardiac

  rhythm, it was over.




  







  FOUR




  THE GLOOM WAS GONE, AND THE LIGHT HAD ALMOST encircled them.




  Sam was shaking now and had wrapped his arms around Oscar. “I’m afraid,” he said. “I don’t want to get in trouble. I don’t want Mom to yell. I don’t

  want strangers to take us away.”




  “It’s gonna be okay,” Charlie said. “Trust me.” He felt the warmth of the light reach all the way inside, and the pain began to go away.




  “Promise you won’t leave me,” Sam said, reaching for his hand.




  “Promise.”




  “Swear?”




  “Swear.”




  “Cross your heart and hope to die?”




  “Yeah,” Charlie said. “Now promise you won’t leave me either.”




  “Never,” Sam said. His eyes were wide and clear. His face was tranquil. He had never looked so peaceful before.




  They hugged each other, then stood side by side, feeling the light come over them, a brilliant blur of white and gold.




  “Don’t worry, little man,” Charlie said once more. “Every-thing’ll be okay. I promise.”




  Florio heard the monitor beep.




  Perhaps it was St. Florian. Or St. Jude. Or simply God’s grace. He pulled the paddles from the boy’s chest and saw the burn marks on his skin. The ECG strip showed the boy’s

  heart had suddenly flipped back into a regular beat. Then, incredibly, his eyes opened slowly. They were the color of caramel and surrounded by exploded capillaries. He coughed and stared straight

  up. His was the abstract look of having traveled a great distance.




  “Welcome back,” Florio said.




  The boy seemed confused and worried, both perfectly normal under the circumstances.




  “Where’s Sam?” he muttered. “I was just talking to Sam. I promised—”




  “What’s your name?”




  “—I promised Sam I wouldn’t leave him.”




  “Tell me your name, son.”




  “St. Cloud,” he said faintly. “Charlie St. Cloud.”




  “You’re gonna be okay, St. Cloud. I’m doing the best I can for Sam.” Florio crossed himself and prayed silently.




  Thank You for the gift of breath. For the gift of life. For the gift of every moment . . .




  Then he heard Charlie say again, “Where’s Sam? Where’s my brother? I can’t leave him. . . .”




  The words didn’t really make much sense, but Charlie understood the urgency in the man’s voice. It was a tenseness that adults always showed when things

  weren’t going well. When they were out of control. The paramedic was working on Sam right beside him.




  Systolic pressure is 60.




  He’s no longer posturing.




  Unable to intubate.




  Then Charlie felt a wave of pain in his back and neck. He grimaced and cried out.




  “I’m here with you,” the paramedic said. “I’m giving you something that’ll make you sleepy. Don’t worry.”




  Charlie felt warmth spreading through his shoulders, down his legs. Everything grew blurry, but he knew one thing for sure. He had given his word to his little brother. A promise to take care of

  him. Their fathers may have come and gone, but no matter what happened, he would never leave Sam.




  Sure, they would be in giant trouble. Mom would ground them for a long, long time. But nothing was ever permanent. No matter what she did, there was no stopping them from growing up. No stopping

  them at all.




  In Charlie’s numbed mind, a parade of images floated along: Someday soon, they’d be old enough to leave home, go to college, get real jobs, and live near each other. They’d

  have families. They’d play catch with their own boys and have season tickets to the Sox.




  Charlie had never really imagined the future before. He lived in the present tense with Sam and Oscar. But in that moment, his neck in a brace, an IV in his arm, he somehow pictured the days and

  years ahead—the days and years with his brother at his side, always together, no matter what. There was no alternative. Life without Sam was simply unfathomable.




  He reached out across the narrow divide of the ambulance. He pushed his hand past the thick waist of a paramedic. He found Sam’s skinny arm, the I V, the baseball mitt wedged next to his

  body. He felt his brother’s hand, all limp and cold. And Charlie held on as hard as he could.




  







  II




  DIVE FOR DREAMS




  







  FIVE




  THE FLAGS ON THE WHARF WHIPPED IN UNISON AS TESS Carroll pulled her banged-up ’74 Chevy Cheyenne to a stop. She got out of the truck and

  studied the snapping shapes in the wind. There were tiny clues in every curl, subtle hints in each twist. She knew this was a calming southeasterly breeze, no more than four knots. It began up in

  the ice floes of Nova Scotia, blew down with the trades over New England, and eventually would meander all the way to the Caribbean.




  Tess walked to the flatbed and tried to open the tailgate but the darn thing wouldn’t budge. She had bought the old pickup from a junkyard, and her dad had put life into it with a used

  engine. When it needed another motor, he told her to trade it in. She didn’t listen, and years later when he died without warning, she knew she would never get rid of that Chevy. She kept it

  running herself now, holding on to the smooth steering wheel like it was a piece of him.




  Tess reached over the siding, grabbed hold of a big nylon sail bag, and hauled it out. She was tall and lean with dark straight hair in a ponytail that poked through the back of a

  Patriots’ cap. She balanced the sack on one shoulder, turned, and walked toward the dock.




  Bella Hooper was sitting in the sun on an aluminum lawn chair with a hand-painted sign propped next to her advertising: THE WOMAN WHO LISTENS. When she saw Tess coming,

  she lifted up one Walkman earphone and bellowed, “Pull up a seat!” A bartender for thirty years at Maddie’s, Bella had retired a few years back to start a new business. For $15 an

  hour, she would listen to anything you had to say, confidentiality guaranteed. She didn’t dispense advice, and she definitely didn’t accept health insurance, but she was always busy

  with clients who came down to the dock to give her an earful. Bella’s great gift—perhaps even art—was the ability to keep a one-way conversation aloft with just the proper number

  of “uh-huhs” and “oohs” and “then whats.”




  “C’mon, Tess, I’ll give you my special friends-and-family discount,” she was saying. “Only five bucks for an hour of quality listening.”




  “Too bad you don’t take Blue Cross,” Tess said with a smile. “Maybe next time. I’ve got to get out on the water.”




  “Suit yourself,” Bella said, adjusting her earphones and settling back into her lawn chair.




  Up ahead, a few old wharf rats were playing pinochle on a bench. They were retired fishermen who got by on Social Security and keno jackpots and who lounged around by the water every afternoon,

  keeping track of boats, monitoring the price of lobster, and telling lies.




  “Hey, princess!” an old-timer rasped, peering through Larry King glasses that dominated his scraggly face.




  “How you doing, Bony?” Tess said.




  “Losing my shirt,” he said, throwing down his cards. “Need a crew for the afternoon?”




  “Wish I could afford you.”




  “I’m begging,” he said. “I’ll work for free. I can’t take another minute here.”




  “He can’t take another losing hand,” one of the guys cracked.




  “Please, Tess, let me sail with you.”




  “You really want another heart attack?” Tess said, adjusting the sail bag. “You know I’ll give you one.” She winked.




  “Whip!” Bony said, using the local slang for “damn” that had been passed down for generations.




  “Down bucket!” Tess answered. For reasons lost to time, it was the automatic response, a phrase that had been coined when slops were thrown out of windows in centuries past.

  Marblehead was indeed an ancient and cloistered place, where only fourth-generation residents earned the right to call themselves true “Headers.” Everyone else was considered a new

  arrival, and townies used expressions like “whip” to separate themselves from the off-islanders who had invaded the peninsula, pushed up prices, and brought cappuccino to Pleasant

  Street.
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