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    Dedication




    “In the midst of life we are in death; from whom can we seek help?”




    The Book of Common Prayer




    


  




  

    Prologue




    Chicago, Illinois


    June 1998




    USED RECKLESSLY, THE INTERNET could be a cruel invention. I rarely searched Adam’s name, but sometimes I couldn’t stop myself, and I always regretted it.




    It was late one night at the campaign headquarters, and I was one of the few people still there. I needed to create the canvas lists for the following day, so I stared at the computer screen full of names and addresses of potential voters. Clicking on the mouse, I repeated the same actions—cut, paste, cut, paste. I was moving so quickly, I almost didn’t notice his name, but there it was—Adam Kincaid.




    With seven million registered voters in Illinois, it was bound to happen. There were a lot of Adams in the world and a good many Kincaids as well. Coming across those names separately or attached to another name had no effect on me, but this person was an Adam Kincaid. I stopped and gazed at the screen.




    Adam Kincaid in Peoria, Illinois, wasn’t my Adam, but seeing his name made me uneasy. My high school friends Rachel and Lisa were backpacking through Europe that summer. I knew they were going to see him. I wondered what they might find.




    Making sure no one could see my computer screen, I looked around the room furtively. The few people there were all busy at work or shooting the shit. No one was paying attention to me. With a few strokes on my keyboard and one click, I searched for signs of my Adam Kincaid. I blinked twice at the first few links that popped up for him.




    Hello! Magazine?




    That’s weird. Taking an anxious breath, I scrolled over the link and clicked. The page took forever to load, and when it finally appeared, my heart sank. There was a photo of Adam looking fine as ever but a little worse for the wear as he held hands with a tall, gorgeous redhead. The caption read:




    Lady Muff Selbourne and her long-time boyfriend, the Honourable Adam Kincaid, son of Viscount Kincaid, leaving Martin’s nightclub with a group of friends.




    I cocked my head at the screen. Muff? He’s dating a girl named Muff? And she’s a “Lady”? What does that mean? Like Lady Diana?




    I exhaled in disgust with myself, but there was no stopping me at that point. I needed more information. Going back to my search results, I moved on to the next link. This time, the page loaded while I tried not to be insanely jealous of Adam’s girlfriend. I reminded myself I had a boyfriend.




    If the first photo had wounded me, the next one was a mortal blow. Adam and Muff stood in a large group of friends, obviously at a wedding. The caption read:




    Guests at the Mann-Lexington wedding party. From left: The Honourable Adam Kincaid, son of Viscount Kincaid, Lady Mary Selbourne, Lady Penelope Welch, Lord Garrett Welch…




    I stopped reading and gaped at the photo. I’d never seen Adam dressed so well. He wore a dark gray morning coat with tails, a vest, tie, and striped trousers. While it would be a little over the top for an American wedding, he still looked achingly handsome. Next to him, Mary or Muff or Twat—whatever her name was—wore a pale pink coat dress with darker pink pumps, making her as tall as Adam. Her hair was pinned up, and she wore a strange vertical hat of feathers and straw that matched her shoes.




    What in hell? Is that a hat? The other women were also wearing ridiculous things on their heads. Must be a British thing. I grimaced because, despite the goofy hat, she was still beautiful.




    Sinking back in my chair, I looked down at my tattered Keds, wrinkled shorts, and old T-shirt. I glanced again at Muff, and then my eyes moved to Adam. At that moment, it seemed impossible that at one point in my life I’d known him so well. He couldn’t be the same person.




    I looked around the cramped, messy campaign office. Red, white, and blue Logan for Governor signs and stickers were strewn everywhere. It seemed more than a world apart from the ancient stone church in the background of Adam’s photo.




    I shook my head and closed the screen. Why did I even look? Nothing has changed.
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    Two months later, Lisa called to fill me in on the European vacation. She gave me a rundown of the trip, country by country, guy by guy, that she and Rachel had encountered over eight weeks. While I’d been having my own fun working on the campaign, I was a little jealous of their adventures. Rachel seemed to have slept her way through Europe with a new guy in every city, and Lisa had some great stories as well. Yet even as I laughed at my dear friends and their wacky stories, I kept wondering what had happened when they’d met Adam.




    As the conversation wound down, Lisa finally brought it up. “So, let me tell you about seeing Adam and David.”




    My heart jumped, but I kept cool. “How was that?”




    “No big surprise. Rachel and David hooked up.”




    “That’s been years in the making.” I giggled, thinking of how Rachel had drooled over Adam’s cousin when we’d met him in high school.




    “We almost missed our train because she spent the night at his place.” Lisa snickered. “She was sore for a couple days.”




    “Poor thing. She was out of commission.”




    “But not for long.”




    “What’s David up to?”




    “Believe it or not, he’s an investment banker. He said he’s always been a gambler, so it’s a good job for him.”




    “That’s hilarious.”




    Lisa laughed, too, but soon she stopped. “And Adam’s doing well also.”




    “What’s he up to these days?” I tried to keep an even tone. Grasping for something to make the conversation casual, I remembered a postcard I’d received from Adam’s sister. “Sylvia had mentioned she went to his graduation.”




    “He’s started working at the BBC as an apprentice or something.”




    “Good for him. It sounds like he’s on the right track for what he wanted to do.”




    “He asked after you, of course—a lot of questions, in fact. He was really interested in your political work. He wanted to know all about it. I think he was disappointed I didn’t know more.”




    The ache I always fought away started to sneak into my heart. It made sense he’d find my work interesting. It was right up his alley. If I’d been there, we would have had a great conversation. I worked with the media all the time now, so I’d be equally interested in what he was doing.




    I winced back the sadness and said, “It’s fine. You’re going to med school. You’re into science, not politics.”




    “I said as much.” She took a deep breath. “He specifically asked me to tell you how sorry he was about your grandmother. He said he knew how much you loved her.”




    I rolled my eyes. Just kill me now. I rubbed my forehead, hoping the call would end soon. “Um. Yeah.”




    “Nicki…why haven’t you ever called him or even just sent him an email?”




    “It’s not like we had cell phones or email five years ago.”




    “But we do now. He asked me to tell you that he really misses you. The way he said it, I know he meant it. And think about it…he told me. He knows I had my issues with him. I think he’d like to hear from you.”




    Feeling like my heart was being ripped out, I closed my eyes. This is too much. I was about to cry when my mind snapped back to reality. Though I knew the answer, I wanted to hear what Adam had told Lisa. “So does he have a girlfriend?”




    “Yeah, but…I mean…you have a boyfriend. What’s the big deal?”




    “Did you meet her?”




    “I did.”




    “Is she pretty?”




    “Well, yeah. You think Adam would be with someone ugly?”




    “No, he never would.”




    “She’s prissy, though. I didn’t like her.”




    “Whatever. I don’t want to know any more.”




    “Listen. When Adam wasn’t around, David joked that he would drop her tomorrow if you walked in the room.” Lisa’s voice became motherly. “Nicki, shouldn’t you reach out to him?”




    “For what purpose? We live on opposite ends of the earth, and we’re both seeing other people.”




    “Jeez, you’re always dating guys, but it’s never serious.”




    “Jeff was serious.”




    “No way. Jeff didn’t even last a year. He was a rebound, and you know it.”




    “Regardless, I’ve moved on. Adam’s obviously moved on. Why should I mess things up by contacting him?”




    “Because you want to, damn it.” Lisa groaned. “Don’t you still care for him?”




    “Of course.” Thank God the conversation wasn’t happening in person. I could be stronger on the phone. “But that doesn’t change things.”
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    Around midnight, I lay in bed replaying my conversation with Lisa. I hadn’t learned very much about Adam, but that’s not what I focused on. I kept thinking about when she’d asked me if I still cared for him.




    He’d brought me happiness during that awful year—the year of the accident, the year Lauren died, the year Mom mentally checked out. I rolled over and looked out my window. An old memory of Adam climbing through my childhood bedroom window came to mind. I’d forgotten it, but there he was again, late at night smiling at me as brightly as the stars behind him. Remembering that bittersweet year, I broke down in tears, both sad and glad.




    Did I still love Adam? Of course. How could I not?


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Bellaire, Texas


    September 1992




    THE MORNING OF THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL, I started ripping clothes out of my closet. I really hadn’t contemplated the clothing problem. Ninety percent of my wardrobe was black. If I wore all black, though, would people think I was in some kind of dramatic mourning? I hoped not—they were the same clothes I’d worn last year.




    Just in case, I found a green T-shirt to brighten things up and wore it with a black miniskirt, leggings, and black flats. I looked at myself in the mirror. My clothes were a little baggy. I was never big to begin with, but I had lost some weight over the summer—hospital food sucked, and I’d never gotten my appetite back. The short sleeves showed off one of my many Frankenstein scars. It was a purplish brown railroad track six inches long on my left forearm, though I wasn’t even self-conscious enough to cover it up.




    School was only a couple of blocks away from my house, but I purposely arrived right as the bell rang. I didn’t want to be trapped with downtime in stilted conversations about the accident, my health, and how sorry the other person was for me. I’d already had enough of those.




    I slipped into the generic-looking Texas public high school, hoping I looked like every other late student running to my first class. It wasn’t like I was dying to go to economics. I’d only signed up for it because it was supposed to be easy and I’d get an hour during the day to do homework. Besides, economics sounded like a substantial course. No college admissions officer would ever know it was actually taught by the soccer coach.




    Because the first class of the day was homeroom, Coach Knizki handed out our locker numbers at the end of class. When the bell rang, I walked outside, found my locker, and smiled. Excellent. It was a top locker and the first one at the end of the row by a wall—two less people to deal with every day.




    Sandra Harold and Trish Keller walked up and pointed to the bottom lockers. “Those are ours,” Sandra said.




    “Oh, do you want in?” I asked, moving aside to the wall. I didn’t know them well. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be too chatty every day.




    “Nah. We just wanted to let you know,” said Trish. She gave Sandra a side-eye glance and nodded down the hall. “We’re going to keep our books in our boyfriends’ lockers. See you around.”




    As they walked away, I smiled. They had about as much interest in talking to me every day as I did them. Pleased two more people were out of my life, I put my economics book inside what would be my little home for the year. When I heard the door rattle at my side, I frowned at the end of my privacy. I was no longer alone as I heard, “Hello, Nicki.”




    I knew that voice. It was distinct among the three thousand students in the school. I took a breath and closed the door.




    There he was—Adam Kincaid. Even though I’d been with my old boyfriend, John, when Adam had moved to Bellaire from England last spring, I swooned over the cute British guy just like every other girl. He was tall, played soccer, and had reddish hair and an irresistible accent. It sounded upper-crust to me, and he was always incredibly polite, but he also said “fuck” a lot. He was adorable. His father was some famous geologist, and his sister, Sylvia, was this shy little Goth who had far too cool of a wardrobe for Bellaire, Texas.




    Adam had turned out to have some sort of magical personality that allowed him to travel in opposing social circles. He hung both with the popular crowd of jocks and cheerleaders and the ragtag crew I hung out in with my best friends, Rachel and Lisa. Rachel described our group as the Island of Misfit Toys—drama types, radioheads, and assorted geeks. Her boyfriend, Tom, had become good friends with Adam.




    The fact that Adam had soon begun dating a cheerleader galled Lisa to no end, so she didn’t like him. It was her opinion that because he was English, smart, and sort of hip he rightfully belonged to us. I really couldn’t understand why he was dating ditzy Meredith Daniels either, because if he liked her, he must have really been stupid. But Rachel scoffed at my theory; “Please, Nicki,” she’d said. “Even smart guys think with their dicks.”




    Looking at him now, I noticed the econ textbook in his hand and said, “Hi. I didn’t know you were in that class.”




    Adam smiled at me as he put his book in the locker next to mine. “You sat in the front of the room. That’s why you didn’t see me. I sat in the back.”




    I nodded. I really had nothing else to say. I’d seen him at a party a few weeks ago and couldn’t think of anything to say then either. Normally I was a talker, but not around him.




    Yet he seemed to want to keep the conversation going. “It’s nice we’re neighbors.”




    “Good fences make good neighbors.” I cringed. Why did I say that? It sounded like I was a bitch or pretentious or both.




    His brow furrowed. “Pardon?”




    I realized he had no reference for what I’d said. He probably wasn’t familiar with twentieth-century American poetry. “Uh, it’s a line from a poem. Not really apropos here, though.” I faked a glance at my watch. “I should get to my next class. I’ll see you later.”




    “Yes,” he said with a nod. “See you later.”




    Holding my books tight to my chest, I walked away. What the hell? Couldn’t I catch a break? I was going to have to spend nine months watching a never-ending stream of cheerleaders meet Adam Kincaid at his locker. And I felt so awkward. I didn’t want to be nervous every time I needed a textbook.




    I decided to keep my books with me for the rest of the day. The fewer trips to my locker the better.
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    Drama was my fourth period class, which was great because Tom and Rachel were in it with me, and we got to eat lunch together. Lisa and I would both admit even to Rachel herself that we were happy to be her friend rather than her enemy. She had the sharpest tongue around, but was also otherworldly beautiful with gray eyes, long dark hair, and legs for days. Adding spiked heels to her five-foot, eight-inch frame made her stand out even more. She was the antithesis of your average Texas high school girl.




    Only Tom could tame her. Towering over everyone in the school, he was handsome like a great actor, with a unique face that could somehow be both average and dreamy. The funny thing was, you forgot about his looks because he was so funny and sweet. Anyone with sense at all wanted to be around him.




    After we sat down with our trays, Tom stretched in his chair and looked around the giant cafeteria, which was loud with excitement from the first day of school. It seemed like he was surveying the masses.




    “Who are you looking for?” I asked.




    “Oh, I thought Adam might have lunch now, but he doesn’t.” He gave me a sly look. “He mentioned you two are locker mates.”




    My lunch turned in my stomach. I was going to have to get over Adam or it was going to be an even worse school year than I’d already expected. So I replied with fake excitement, “Do I get Meredith, too?”




    Rachel burst out laughing and high-fived me while Tom rolled his eyes and said, “Will you give the guy a break?”




    “No,” Rachel and I said in unison. She wrinkled her nose and added, “Why should we?”




    “Because she’s his girlfriend,” answered Tom.




    “She’s also an idiot,” I said.




    “Thank God he doesn’t bring her around when he’s out with our group. The only thing interesting about her is her balance,” Rachel said. “Somehow she keeps standing rather than pitching forward because of her chest.”




    We all laughed because it was true. And I was always pleased whenever I saw how badly her red hair and light freckles looked with the red of her cheerleader uniform. I’d mentioned it to Rachel once, and she’d snorted and said, “As if. I promise you, no guy is looking at her face. They’re staring at her tits.”




    “Tom, are you going to say he likes her for her mind?” I asked.




    He rubbed his neck for a moment in pretend thought before he smiled. “I might not go that far.”




    “See?” I said.




    “He’s from a foreign country. Let him have some fun while he’s here,” Tom said.




    “What did you just say? ‘Have some fun’? Tom, I love you, but you sound like a frat boy.” Rachel placed her hand on her stomach. “Have fun? Like have sex with Skanky Meredith. That’s such a gross thought. I think I’m going to hurl.”




    “Yeah,” I said, pushing my cafeteria tray away from me. “At least you’re not the one who’s going to see them together every day.”
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    My last class was AP English—what should have been my favorite class of the day. Unfortunately, I needed to dump off my other books in my locker beforehand. As I was walking up to it, I saw the nightmare I had envisioned earlier: Meredith Daniels was leaning against my locker, gazing adoringly at Adam while he put his books away. They were laughing, and she had her hand on his arm.




    As Rachel had predicted, the scene was nauseating, but I took it head on.




    “Hi, Meredith. That’s my locker. Can I get in?”




    Her eyes widened, and she moved out of my way. “Oh, hi, Nicki. Excuse me.”




    I nodded. That was enough conversation for me, so I practically threw my books in my locker in order to get out of there. When I turned around, I avoided looking at either one of them. “See you later.”




    As I walked around them to get to class, I heard Meredith’s voice. “Nicki?”




    “Yeah?” I said, looking toward her.




    “I just wanted to say how sorry I am that I didn’t make it to Lauren’s funeral. I was at cheerleader camp. My mom said the service was lovely.”




    She was obviously uncomfortable as she said it. I’d known her since first grade, and though she’d always been silly, she was a nice person. That day she proved it. Only somebody incredibly dumb and earnest would think to try to talk to me about my sister’s death the first day of school. But why did she have to say Lauren’s name out loud? And why did it have to be in front of Adam?




    I thought I might lose it. I breathed in and repositioned my bag on my shoulder. “Thanks. Thanks very much.”




    Without another look, I strode down the hall, wishing I was actually walking home instead. When I arrived at class, I sat down in the back and stared at the syllabus the teacher had put on the desks. I wasn’t really reading it. When Lisa came in and sat at my left, I glanced over to acknowledge her.




    “Are you okay?” she asked with a frown.




    I shrugged, and Lisa nodded before quietly reading the syllabus herself. Knowing her, she’d probably already read every book that summer. Because she was tall, black, and, more importantly, her father used to play for the Houston Rockets, the world thought she should be an athlete. Lisa was out to prove to the world she’d make a better doctor. I thought it was pretty obvious she was clumsy as all get-out, but wicked smart.




    After a moment, I sensed some motion on my right side and peered over to see Adam sitting beside me.




    “Hello again,” he said.




    My nightmare continued. Wonderful. I was completely out of sorts. I couldn’t even try to be nonchalant, so I mumbled, “Hi,” and went back to looking at the piece of paper.




    “What’s on the syllabus? Have you read any of the books?” I heard him ask.




    Why wasn’t Mrs. Anderson starting class? Why was I getting caught in a conversation with Adam? I looked up and saw our teacher going down the rows person by person, checking us in. She was chatting with everyone. Great. I was trapped.




    Things needed to change now with Adam, so I decided to try a normal conversation. I stole a look at him—he was so easy on the eyes. Normal conversations would be hard. His tousled, rusty hair was longer on top than on the sides, so it fell into his dark brown eyes. The color contrast was beautiful and very distracting.




    I went back to my piece of paper. “Yes. Some.”




    “To Kill a Mockingbird?”




    “Yeah. Great book. Great movie. Scout is one of my all-time favorite characters.”




    “What kind of character is he?”




    I raised my eyebrows at him. “She is a wonderful little kid. Really brave and good-hearted. A better person than most adults.” I paused a moment. There was something else I would have said if my world hadn’t changed. I took in a breath and decided I could still say it. “Scout has always reminded me of my sister.” A warm feeling struck me as I thought of Scout and Lauren, and I realized that it had been right to say it aloud. I half-smiled at Adam.




    He nodded slowly, but there was no follow-up question about my sister; maybe his good English manners kept him from being intrusive. Instead, his eyes dropped to the paper before him. “No British literature. Isn’t this supposed to be an English class?”




    “Uh.” My ancestors would’ve been proud of the jolt of American patriotism that hit me. “There was a revolution two hundred years ago. We write our own books now.”




    He leaned back in his seat with a smile. “I think I heard about that.”




    “We still share the same language.”




    “Sometimes I’m not too sure.”




    “I bet not.” I could imagine what he thought of a Texas accent.




    He picked up the list of books again. “What about Catcher in the Rye?”




    “I read it a long time ago when I was, like, eleven.” I laughed a little as I remembered how I’d first come to read it.




    “Is there something funny about that?”




    “Yeah. My father had suggested I read it then. The book is the classic coming-of-age story. Clearly, he wasn’t really thinking about whether or not it was appropriate for an eleven-year-old.”




    “Really? Why?”




    “Well, for one thing, the main character is a guy who swears a lot.”




    “I suppose I swear a lot.” He cracked a sly smile. “At least compared to you Yankees.”




    “Yankees? You’re in the South.” I laughed.




    “What else is inappropriate about the book? Now I’m interested. It can’t only be a few swear words.”




    “No, it’s not just that. It’s…” I hesitated for a moment as I realized I was about to bring up the topic of sex with Adam Kincaid. What the hell, I thought. I should be matter-of-fact about it. He had a girlfriend and would never want anything with me. I could hide that I thought he was hot, so I shrugged. “Holden, the main character…he’s a little sexually frustrated.”




    His eyes twinkled, and it felt as if my words hung in the air. I wanted to squirm in my seat. “Sexually frustrated”—like me checking out Adam Kincaid.




    His proper upbringing showed again as he sidestepped the issue, yet he smirked. “That sounds like an adventurous book to be on an American high school syllabus.”




    “Like I said—it’s considered an American classic.” I laughed. “I guess some things are sacred.”




    “But of course.” The gleam appeared in his eye again, and he turned toward me in his seat. “Teenage sexual frustration is sort of a rite of passage, if you will.”




    There went the good-English-boy manners out the window. His tone, the look in his eye, his body language—was he flirting with or taunting me? I decided the former was impossible, and if the latter, I wasn’t going to back down. With two parents who were lawyers, debate was a family routine.




    “A rite of passage? More like a biological fact, isn’t it?” I asked, casually clicking my pen. I raised a brow. “Especially for guys.”




    “You’re right about that,” he said with a grin.




    His eyes shifted downward, and I could feel him give me a once-over. I wondered what he thought. I was no Meredith, but I had enough self-confidence to know I wasn’t butt-ugly either—even with my scars. I couldn’t tell, but he’d distracted me so much, I jumped when I heard Mrs. Anderson ask, “Your name, dear?”




    “Nicki Johnson.”




    A look of recognition came across her face. She stopped writing my name and placed her hand on my shoulder. “Oh, Nicki. I’m glad to meet you. I heard about your family’s loss. I am so sorry.”




    Gone went any distraction Adam had provided. I knew Mrs. Anderson meant well, but I hated it when people talked about our “loss” or how we “lost” Lauren. When you lose things, they might come back—like a dog that finds his way home. Or, you might find them—like a key left in the wrong spot. I also hated it when people said she had “departed”—like she was on a plane with a destination or a return flight. Lauren wasn’t coming back—on her own or if I looked for her. That was my problem.




    I faked a smile. “Thanks, Mrs. Anderson.”




    Then she kneeled down to look me in the eye. “Please just remember, dear, this is God’s will. He has a plan, and she is in a better place. Okay?”




    Ugh. It was the double whammy. Lauren could arguably be in a better place—if heaven exists, shouldn’t it be better than Bellaire? But the idea that God had willed the death of my sister was bullshit. What kind of God would do that? It made me so mad, I knew my eyes were popping out. But I only nodded and said, “Thank you.”




    She smiled, patted my shoulder again, and moved on to the next person. I said in a low voice, but still to myself, “I’ll keep that in mind.”




    Adam cleared his throat. “I thought that predestination was no longer a commonly held belief.”




    I knew he was trying to be nice, but I couldn’t look at him. I simply said, “You’re in Texas now.”




    Lisa leaned toward me and whispered, “If you want, you should go home. Who would stop you?”




    I nodded and, as quickly as I could, got my things together. I walked over to Mrs. Anderson, who’d moved on to the next row of desks.




    “Mrs. Anderson, can I be excused? I’m not feeling well.” I could feel my eyes beginning to burn with tears. She had to have been able to see it herself.




    “Of course, dear. Just go. If a teacher stops you, just tell them to talk to me.”




    I choked out a “Thanks” and left the room, doing everything to look straight ahead and not cry. Wiping my eyes, I walked toward the school doors. When I was outside, I announced to the empty sidewalk, “So much for the first day of my junior year.”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    THE DRIVER HAD DIED a few days after the accident; he’d been drunk. I had been pretty out of it afterward, but I remembered hearing my Grandmother Stuart say something about “the Lord dealing with it.” That was probably good, because my dad had kept saying he wanted to kill him.




    When Mom, Lauren, and I had walked out to the car that night in June, it was a typical Texas scorcher. After I’d called “shotgun,” Lauren demanded the car air conditioner be set on high and said, “If I have to sit in the back, I’m going to be comfortable.” Unfortunately, we weren’t talking about something important or having a wonderful family moment at the end. Instead, we were bickering over where to eat. She wanted a burger, and I wanted Mexican. I think the last words I heard Lauren say were “C’mon, Nicki.” And then I heard a screech of breaks coming from our left side. My mom had been making a left turn—supposedly a protected left. When I turned my head to the noise, I saw the truck coming toward us. Seconds later, the crash and crunch of metal were deafening.




    Unlike Mom and Lauren, I’d been wide awake for everything—the crash, the pain. First the noise slammed my ears, and then the pain slammed my body. Life started moving at double-time after that. There was a searing, constant pain, which was so bad that I at first couldn’t pinpoint it in my body until I realized it was pounding in my middle more than anywhere else. When the car finally settled slightly on its side, it was shaped sort of like an L.




    I was in a little pocket toward the top of it. I immediately called out, “Mom? Lauren?”




    Neither of them answered, but I saw Mom crammed close to me. Her hand moved, so I knew she was alive. I couldn’t see Lauren, though. I panicked and started calling for them repeatedly, but no one answered. I only stopped because the center of my body felt like it was imploding.




    I could hear the chaos around the car. It turned out that no one else had crashed. Instead, people from the other cars at the intersection were mingling around us. Eventually, they found me and asked if we were okay. I answered with a question: “Can you get my mom and sister?”




    A big man craned his head over the windshield to look at me. He wasn’t in uniform or anything. He just seemed to be the “everyman” of disasters—one of those men who takes charge in tragedies. There always seems to be one in the movies, and at that moment, my life was no longer my life. It felt like a movie I didn’t want to watch.




    “Honey, I think we can get you pretty easily through this angle. Your mom and your sister are going to need the Jaws of Life. I’m real sorry.”




    That was when I knew Lauren was dead. I just knew it. I had never heard of the Jaws of Life, but I knew whatever it was it couldn’t have been good. I began to cry hysterically, and I would have started convulsing but couldn’t move. Lauren, don’t leave me, was all I thought.




    Very soon after that there were sirens and a roar of something. I later learned it was an air compressor for the Jaws of Life—Jaws of Death, in this case. They got me out with little difficulty and put me on a stretcher. I saw them put Mom on a stretcher, too, but she’d passed out. I knew that she was alive, though somewhere in the craziness I overheard someone say the words “one fatality.” Later, I imagined what Lauren would have thought about her death being in the paper one day as a “fatality.” She would have said something like, “At least it would make the news!”




    I’d passed out on the way to the hospital. When I finally woke up after my first surgery, Grandma Stuart and Dad stood above me, both crying and smiling. They looked so relieved that I instantly remembered Lauren was dead.




    They’d seemed too happy to see me.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    I WOKE UP TO MY BLARING ALARM. The second day of school—it could only get better, I thought. That morning I frowned at my closet again, wishing I hadn’t loaned my gray shirt to Rachel.




    Screw it. I’m wearing black.




    I grabbed a red, fringed scarf to throw some color over a black dress, but it was so hot outside, I went with bare legs. People could just deal with the scar on my leg—just like the one on my arm.




    As I walked up to my locker, I was taken aback when I saw Adam and Meredith kissing just a little too passionately for a school hallway. His hands were around her waist too near her breasts, and hers were too low on his hips. I gulped. Did I have to have it thrown in my face they were having sex?




    I felt like I had been knocked in the gut. I hated to admit it, but I was jealous. Crushed. How did this happen? How had he gotten under my skin in just a day?




    I was about to turn around and go straight into class without my economics book when Adam looked up and saw me. He froze for a moment before pulling away from Meredith. She turned around and smiled shyly. “Hi, Nicki.”




    All I could think was that this situation really, really sucked. I breathed in deeply and forced a smile. “Hey. Can I get in there?”




    “Sure,” Adam said, shuffling aside. “Um. Good morning.”




    As I exchanged my books, again as quickly as I possibly could, I heard Meredith say, “I love that scarf, Nicki.”




    Great. After seeing her in a compromising position, she was trying to make conversation with me. “Thanks,” I said.




    “Where did you get it?”




    I smiled behind my locker door. She deserved this one. I grabbed my economics, physics, and Spanish books and closed the door. Then I gave her a fake, sweet smile. “Goodwill.”




    Meredith was probably scared of even dropping off donations to Goodwill, let alone shopping there. She looked horrified, while Adam just looked blankly at me.




    Pleased with my zinger, I continued smiling as I walked away. “Have a good day!”




    My smile faded as I pretended to thumb through my book as the other students sat down. I didn’t notice if Adam had walked by me, but I knew he must have since my desk was in the front. I tried to parse out what I was feeling. Sad. Mad. Irritated. Humiliated. The first few things could be explained, I thought, but why was I feeling humiliated? No one knew I’d begun to have a crush on Adam. I’d barely even known, and I hadn’t said a word to anyone.




    Oh, God. He must know. That would be the only reason to feel ashamed. I played out the few interactions I’d had with him since that one party before school had started. I’d said so little, but he’d caught me looking at him—more than once. Plus there was the whole sexual frustration conversation from yesterday. That was it. He knew I had a thing for him. I wanted to puke. For the rest of class, I pretended to write notes from the lecture.




    The bell rang, ending first period, and I darted out of the room. Thank God I’d taken my books for the whole day. I wasn’t going to have to go back to my locker until after school. The thought of having to see them again nauseated me.




    As the day wore on, the weight of my books made me think twice. It wasn’t like Adam and Meredith would be stopping what they were doing, and playing this locker game every day would really suck. Besides, avoiding my locker altogether because of him was ridiculous. I was still trapped every day for an hour sitting next to him in English. I had to get over my stupid crush.




    When I walked into English, I decided there was no time like the present to get over Adam Kincaid. He was already in his seat reading the textbook. Wanting to prove my strength to myself, I decided to talk first and say hi.




    Adam looked at me, smiled, and said, “Hello.”




    Did he have to be so damn cute? I thought to myself that I needed to move on—I would be normal around him. So, normally when I missed a class, I would ask a classmate what we’d done.




    “What are you reading? Did I miss an assignment yesterday?”




    “We had to read a chapter about American Puritanism as background for The Scarlet Letter.”




    “Okay. Thanks.” I turned to my textbook and thumbed through the first chapter.




    “Let me show you. It begins with a bit about the theologian Jonathan Edwards,” Adam said, and before I knew it, he was leaning over me and flipping pages. I took a deep breath to steady myself, but it did the opposite. He smelled great—just soap. No cologne like so many American guys trying too hard. His arms touched mine, and I could feel the warmth of his body. It was almost like he was hugging me. I looked at the muscles in his arms and his golden arm hair, and my stomach tightened. He said something about The Scarlet Letter being set in the year Oliver Cromwell had ruled England. I think it was a reference point for him, but I really wasn’t listening. Instead, I was thinking that I’d been sent directly to hell—without passing Go, without collecting my two hundred dollars.




    When he finished talking and moved away, I tried not to look too dazed. “Thanks. I think I got it. Jonathan Edwards. ‘Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.’ He sounds like a great guy.”




    His eyes danced a little. “Yes, I’m rather chuffed that all of these prudes left England before I was born.”




    “Right.” I smiled at his charm. “Thanks for sending us all the Puritans. You know by now that they’re alive and well in America.”




    Mrs. Anderson called the class to order, so we both had to turn our attention to her. Still, I glanced over at Lisa, who gave me a very suspicious look. Shit. Now she knew, too.




    After school, I walked home, trying to clear my brain of Adam by studying the houses along the way that I already knew far too well. My house was smaller and more modest than most in Bellaire. My parents had bought it while my father still worked at the district attorney’s office. Then, three years ago, my father had taken a job with a big firm and made considerably more money, but we’d decided to stay in the house. Well, three of us had wanted to stay. My father had decided to have an affair with a younger attorney at his firm and move to Chicago.




    It only took a few minutes before the expected call from Lisa arrived. She knew I was home alone, so she wasted no time. “Okay. Now tell me what is going on.”




    “Well, hello to you, too, Lisa. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”




    “Yes, you do. Are you crushing on Adam? Because if you are, that is a really, really bad idea.”




    “I think I know that.”




    “You didn’t answer my question.”




    “Okay.” I sighed. “Yes. A little bit.”




    “Nicki…”




    Rapid-fire, I blurted out my excuses and pleas. “He’s so nice to me. It catches me off-guard. I know that he’s just taking pity on me, but I can’t help it. Please don’t make a big deal of it. I’ll get over it quick.” Even as I said it, I knew it was a lie.




    “Well, I don’t think he’s paying attention to you out of pity, but I’m not sure what his story is. He has a girlfriend. He’s so hot, though, maybe he’s used to dating multiple girls. Anyway, my personal opinion is that he’s bad news. I don’t want you getting hurt.”




    “Thanks, Lisa. I would prefer not to get hurt, too.” I sat straighter in my chair as if that would strengthen my resolve. “That’s why I’ll be over him tomorrow.”


  




  

    Chapter 4




    I DID EVERYTHING I COULD to get Adam out of my head. It was easiest first thing in the morning when I had to witness him and Meredith draped all over each other. The irritation I felt seeing them together so early kept my mind off him most of the day.




    Every day she had her arm on him, staking her claim. The sight annoyed me, but we’d exchange hellos, and I’d get out of there quickly. I had to admit I took a little comfort in the fact I’d never walked up to them making out again. It was stupid of me, though, because I knew they were up to that and more elsewhere.




    English was the problem. Adam always seemed happy to see me and wanted to talk. He was funny and interesting. Then his hair would fall into his eyes, and I would just get sucked in. The worst part was that occasionally I found myself mentioning Lauren. Then I just wanted to talk more because he usually responded when no one else would talk with me about her.




    I was under Lisa’s watchful eye, though. I could feel her eyes boring into me if I talked more than five minutes with him. I would turn to look at her, only to get a disapproving scowl. I hated it because she was right. I didn’t need to be talking to that boy. I’d frown in acknowledgment that I was violating her rules, and then I’d go back to my book.




    Other than that, I might bump into him at the lockers between classes, but there wasn’t really any time to talk, and I left quickly after school. Except for the moments I looked at him and wanted to sigh, all in all, I thought I was doing okay.




    I also didn’t see Adam at all the first weekend of school. On Fridays, if there wasn’t a party, Tom would usually host a movie night at his house. His parents were professors at Rice, and they were cool with us invading their home as long as we weren’t too rowdy. The movies were usually old or very arty. And afterward, Tom would lead the crew to the twenty-four-hour diner. My theory was that he had seen the movie Diner one too many times and was trying to recreate it. It was an easy place to hang out, though. Parents didn’t care because there wasn’t any alcohol, and we liked it because it was open all night. As for Adam, he had a girlfriend who was a cheerleader. There was football and all of that crap, so he wouldn’t be hanging out with the misfits on Fridays. I assumed that would be the norm.




    When Tom called out Adam’s name from across the diner the following Friday, however, I was surprised. As he walked over to us, I checked my watch and saw it was late enough for the football game to be over. Where was Meredith, though?




    There were five of us at a giant booth: Tom, Rachel, Lisa, Ben, and me. Ben was a quiet math geek who had been mooning over Lisa since seventh grade. I liked him a lot because he was thoughtful and occasionally let out a really funny zinger. Lisa was sweet to him, but I think she was a little embarrassed because he really was a huge nerd. So, she had her own secret crush, but at least hers was interested in her.




    Lisa and I sat at either end of the booth. If Adam was going to sit down, it would be by one of us. I swallowed hard when it was clear he was veering toward me.




    “May I?” he asked with a smile.




    “Sure.” I looked over to see a very disapproving Lisa.




    “So, Adam, how was the game?” Tom asked.




    “Tedious. American football is not my sport.” He grimaced as he said it, so I believed him. We had something in common. I thought football was boring as hell, too.




    “Well, it’s not like you’re there for the game anyway.” Rachel smirked. “Where’s Meredith?”




    “At home. She was knackered.”




    I focused on my cup of cold coffee, which had become the most fascinating object in the world to me. Meredith as a subject of conversation was not one I wanted to engage in. I felt incredibly awkward, especially with Lisa’s eyes on me.




    The waitress came by to see if Adam wanted anything, and he immediately asked me. I sputtered out a “No, thank you,” and thought to myself that I should really leave. It was too soon after he’d arrived, though. It would look rude and weird.




    While Ben and Tom started a debate over which one of them had a crappier car, Adam turned to me. “How was the movie?”




    “Awesome. We watched Heathers.”




    “Maybe I’ll join everyone next time.”




    That was interesting. I had to ask, “Have you given up on football?” Oops. That sounded terrible. He might think I meant he had given up on Meredith.




    “I’d like to.” He took a breath. “Meredith and I just had a row about Homecoming. I really don’t want to go.”




    “That one is kind of important to her crowd. You might want to reconsider.” I couldn’t believe I had just helped Meredith out. She owed me for life now. If her boyfriend didn’t take her to Homecoming, she might drown herself in the Gulf of Mexico. I looked over at Lisa, who actually looked pleased.




    I glanced back at Adam, who was smiling at me. “I’ll think about it.”




    His smile was warm, but his eyes were calculating. I decided to go back to staring at my coffee cup. Tom then asked Adam something about English driving, which created a lengthy discussion about traffic rules, and I was officially off the hook.




    I put up with the conversation for an hour, but I really wanted to go home. I’d gone far beyond my limit of being casual and normal around Adam, and my mind had started to wander into all the wrong places. I hadn’t been that close to a guy I liked for months. When I caught myself glancing down at the crotch of his jeans, I knew I had to leave. I looked pleadingly at Lisa and raised my eyebrows toward the door.




    She nodded, saying, “I think it’s time to head out.”




    Everyone agreed, and we started to get up. Ben turned to Lisa. “Can I give you a ride home?”




    “Oh, Nicki and I came with Tom and Rachel.”




    “It’s okay, Lisa,” I said. “Go with him. Y’all live close to one another.” It was a geographic exaggeration, but I didn’t want her to lose out on a good make-out session just to make sure I wasn’t a third wheel.




    “Are you sure?” she asked.




    “Of course.”




    As I got out of the booth, Adam asked me, “Where do you live?”




    “Close to school.”




    “I do as well. Can I give you a lift?”




    Lisa had to be watching me, and I knew what the right answer was. Instead of giving the right answer, though, I said, “Sure.” I didn’t look at Lisa, but I saw Tom smile.




    We said our goodbyes, and Adam guided me to his black Honda. My stomach did flip-flops. This had been a very bad idea. Lisa was right. This was not good for me.




    Adam opened up my door, and I grasped for a way out. “You don’t even know where I live. It could be really out of your way in BFE.”




    “BFE? Where is that?”




    “It’s just a more polite way of saying Bum Fuck Egypt.”




    “Of saying what?” He laughed.




    “Oh, uh, Bum Fuck Egypt. It’s kind of an American saying for the middle of nowhere.”




    Closing his eyes for a moment, he shook his head and grinned. “Bum. Fuck. Egypt. So you fuck someone in the bum in Egypt and that means the middle of nowhere?”




    “In the bum?”




    “Bum. It’s another word for arse.”




    “I never really thought of it as being someone’s ass before.” I giggled. “You might be right, though. I thought it was more like you were a bum and fuck was short for fucking, as in ‘fucking Egypt.’ Does that make sense?”




    “The whole thing doesn’t make sense, but it’s funny.” He leaned against the car door with the same look in his eye as when we’d talked about sexual frustration in class that other day. “You know, I don’t believe I’ve ever heard an American girl say fuck.”




    I was in an eye-lock with him, biting my tongue. I bet Meredith liked to have sex all the time, but she’d never say fuck. “It’s not very ladylike,” I said.




    “But you’re not bothered.”




    “Well, I try not to say it.”




    “Of course, but you don’t seem to bother much about what people think of you.”




    I looked down, wondering if that was true, and the scar on my arm caught my eye. It was a perfect example. With all that I’d gone through, I didn’t fucking care. I shrugged. “Unless they’re my friends or family, it doesn’t really matter, does it?”




    “No, it doesn’t.” He rested his chin on the door as he studied my face. I felt like I was being appraised again. With him being British and all, I wondered if he thought I should be more proper. Maybe that’s why he liked Meredith. A moment passed, and his voice brightened again. “You just said you lived by the school. So do I. Your home can’t be that far away.”




    “Probably not.” Giving in, I got into the car. “I live on Pine.”




    “And I live on Pocahontas. Not far at all.”




    “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard Pocahontas said with a British accent before,” I said with a giggle.




    “I believe my father chose the house because of the street. It’s sort of a joke in our family.” He smiled and shut my door.




    After he got in the car, I gave him the driving directions. I quickly looked at the clock on the dashboard and figured that I only had to deal with ten minutes of this self-inflicted torture. Why did I agree to this?




    Thankfully, it had only taken nine minutes when we arrived at my house. Adam had kept the conversation going the whole ride, asking me about growing up in Bellaire. With my hand on the door handle for a quick escape, I said, “Thanks very much for the ride. I’ll see you on Monday.”




    “Oh. I’ll walk you to your door.”




    Please not that. “Thanks, but I’m okay.” I tried to make it light. “I’m a big girl.”




    He laughed as he opened his door. “No, you’re not. You’re rather petite, actually. I’m walking you up.”




    I had opened my door, but he was there to shut it right behind me. “This is much better service than I get from Tom.”




    “It sounds like he has several passengers to deal with.”




    “He usually does.”




    Silence prevailed until we arrived at my porch, when I turned to him. “Thanks, Adam. I’ll see you on Monday.” I gave half a smile. Awkwardness killed the other half.




    He then took a step backward. “Yes. Monday. Have a good weekend.”




    As he walked away, I let myself in, closed the door, and shook my head. Letting him drive me home had been a very, very bad idea.




    Even though it was close to one o’clock when I walked inside, Mom was awake and reading on the cushy old sofa. Still recovering from the accident, she kept odd hours. She patted the couch. “Hi, darling, did you have a good time? Come sit by me.”




    Just a few months ago, I would have grunted at her and gone straight to bed. Now I found it comforting just to be around her, but I still didn’t have much to say. After kicking my shoes off, I curled my legs underneath me as I sat near her.




    “Yeah, Mom. It was good to be out.”




    “It was nice to see Rachel and Lisa again when they came to pick you up. Did they have a fun summer?”




    “I guess so. We haven’t really been comparing notes about our summers, if you know what I mean.”




    In a low voice, she said my name like it was a command. “Nicki.”




    Sometimes my sarcasm about the accident worked with Mom, and sometimes it didn’t. Usually, it didn’t. I never joked about Lauren’s actual death, just about all the crap around it. Lauren would have laughed, too, because so much of it was worth at least a little ridicule.




    “Sorry, Mom. I should go to bed, and so should you. I love you.” I gave her a hug, and she grabbed me. Her hugs had changed. Sometimes now I wasn’t sure if she was going to let go.




    After saying our goodnights, I headed upstairs to my room. My walls were completely covered in posters, newspapers, random photos, drawings—pretty much anything that caught my eye. You couldn’t see any paint except for the ceiling, which was purple. Mom only tolerated it because I kept such a neat room. The good grades let me get away with a lot, too.
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