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For Andy, who has enough determination and strength to light up the sky





ONE

Thunder is good, thunder is impressive; but it is lightning that does the work.
—Mark Twain (writer)

My trusted local storm channels, sites, and blogs all lied. Even the big ones like weather.com, and Weather Underground. They all said overcast with a slight chance of showers, which is typical for early April on the Cape. Nothing about a storm.

But they were wrong. The sky suddenly turns dark gray, almost purple, and I can smell the moisture in the air, not just from the bay but also from the soaked heaviness of the thunderstorm on its way.

Even though I should know better now—that it won’t change anything, that it’s probably hopeless, that none of it makes sense anymore—my body feels the familiar rush anyway.

I try to ignore it by focusing on the sealed cardboard box I lugged out to the deck. I wipe a spiderweb off the label that reads FOR NAOMI FERGUSON’S EYES ONLY. Although I am not Naomi Ferguson, everyone tells me I have my mother’s eyes, so I figure it’s within my rights to open the box. On the other hand, according to mythical wisdom, nothing good ever comes from opening a box not meant for you. That’s why I’m hesitating.

I sit on the edge of the lone lounge chair, its faded fabric worn and ripped down the center, and look out at the bay. In this light, the water is a soft gray with touches of white where the breeze makes a spray. A few cormorants swoop down to catch their late afternoon snack. A salty-sweet mist settles gently over my skin. Mom and I have been living in Wellfleet for almost three years already, but I’m still in awe every time I look outside—the wide yawn of the bay, smooth tan sand, clumps of tall green grasses swaying. The breeze blows the low-tide marshy stink over from the other side of the road, but even the smell feels new and promising. Like nature—mud and grass and life.

I assess the small side deck for anything that needs to be repaired. I’ll have to pull the thorny vines that grow through the cracks of the planks and replace a few rusty nails that poke up but nothing major. The garage itself, though, is a dusty, smelly wreck; the concrete floor is an obstacle course of rusted garden equipment and mildewed boxes that have never been cleared out after my grandfather, whom I never met, died and left the beach house to Mom and me. It’s going to take even longer than I thought to clean it out and make it into my bedroom. And the sliding door to the deck is off its track and warped so badly, I’ll probably have to replace it entirely, and that will cost big bucks.

The separate entrance is one of the reasons I want to move into the garage. I can come home without having to talk to anyone. Day or night, I’m never sure who will be in the house at any given moment: no one, just Mom, or any number of the members from her lightning-strike survivors support group. Before we lived here, I used to love when it was time for meetings, when everyone would be at our place. We moved around so much, but the survivors came no matter where we were. When they were all with us, I’d imagine this was what it was like for normal kids who had families. I’d imagine the meetings were like other people’s Thanksgivings—big gatherings with aunts and uncles, cousins and grandparents.

But now, the days when people are around seem to far outnumber the days it’s just Mom and me. Since we live on the beach now, the survivors are willing to travel farther to get to us and stay longer.

“Oh, I decided to make it a vacation,” they say. “I’ll just find a hotel—oh, no, I don’t want to impose. Really, I can’t accept. Oh, well that’s so sweet. Maybe just for a night or two.” But it’s never just a night or two.

Right now, though, the house is unusually quiet. Mom’s at work and the others are wherever they are when they’re not at our house.

I try gently lifting one of the flaps on the top of the box. If it comes up without the need for a knife or a pair of scissors to slice through the packing tape, then I will consider that to be a sign to look inside.

A sudden flash out of the corner of my eye makes me freeze.

I want so badly to resist, but the compulsion to go after it is still too powerful.

I grab the box, put it back in the corner of the garage where I found it, then go down the hall to my room. I knock over the pile of renovation books for dummies and idiots. FLASH. One-one thousand, two-one thousand, three-one thous—CRASH. Less than a mile. I’m breathing fast, panicking that I’ll miss it. I pull a pair of steel-toed boots on over my bare feet and yellow and pink–flowered pajama bottoms and stomp around until I finally find the golf umbrella I’d shoved in the back of my closet. I haven’t done this since before Reed came to town.

As I limp down the front steps, nearly tripping over the pointy toes of my boots, my mind is spinning, unable to land on a decision. Should I go to the tall pine on the MacPhersons’ hill? Or should I go down to the bay? I remember that a few of the beach steps are missing after a couple of brutal high tides, and the last thing I need is to fall down another set of stairs. I run as fast as my sore legs will take me down the crushed-shell driveway, thankful that Mom’s out. She’d want to lock me in my room if she knew I was leaving the house in a thunderstorm.

The rain hasn’t started yet, but the sky is even darker than it was a few minutes earlier. Ominous and overbearing. Exhilarating. I run on the dirt road in my clunky boots to the MacPhersons’ side yard and then up the hill to the small grassy area with a lone tall pine tree. I’ve been in this exact spot so many times these past three years, sometimes I wonder if the tree recognizes me. Just as I get to it, I see another flash of light.

One-one thousand, two-one thousand—CRASH. I haven’t been this close in so long. Before Reed came, the storms were infrequent and short-lived, and nothing ever seemed to come close enough for me to have a real chance. When I was with Reed, I didn’t pay much attention to the weather. I thought I’d never need to again.

The rain starts. A few big fat drops first, and then all at once. Another flash. One-one thousand, two—CRASH. Yes! I open the umbrella and stand under the tree. Waiting. Now the rain comes down in sheets. The gutters at the house a few yards away spill over like a faucet. I stand still and close my eyes, trying to calm myself, to become the perfect conduit, to will it to me.

The healed wounds on the backs of my thighs itch and tingle as I wait, reminding me that I’ve been so stupid, so naive. I picture Reed’s contrite expression just before I fell. I imagine the conversation he must have had with Mom while I was in the hospital, right before he left town more than a month ago.

“You should go,” Mom would have said. “You and Rachel aren’t meant for each other.”

“Tell me who is meant for me,” Reed might have said.

And then maybe Mom did. Even though she swears she won’t tell people who their soul mates are anymore, maybe she did just this once. Or maybe she told him who mine is—maybe someone, maybe no one, but not him. Definitely not him.

Mom can’t help knowing what she knows about soul mates. But she says the information she carries is a double-edged sword. It has the power to ruin lives, and she never wants to be in a position to ruin my life. So, she’s trained herself not to see who my soul mate is. I’ve never understood how she can do that. If the information appears to her, how can she control whether she sees it? I used to wonder if closing her eyes to it made her blind to other things about me, too.

A flash lights up the entire sky. A millisecond later, the crash of thunder, deafening, earth-shaking. I watch the afterglow of the lightning slice through the sky to the bay, spreading, stretching its fingers out to as many places as possible. As the thunder moves away, its rumblings a little quieter, farther apart, I drop the umbrella, collapse on the ground, and put my head between my knees. I chose the wrong spot.

I have no idea how long I’ve been sitting there when a car pulls up. It could’ve been a minute or an hour.

“Hey!” I barely hear the shout over the pounding rain.





TWO

A friend is someone who gives you total freedom to be yourself.
—Jim Morrison (musician)

For a second, I hate Jay for finding me like this, like an addict caught in a relapse. But when I fold up my umbrella and get in the car, my clothes and hair dripping as though I’ve been for a swim, he doesn’t say anything.

The rain rat-tat-tats its drumbeat on the roof.

“Nice outfit,” he says, gesturing toward my pajama pants tucked into my boots.

“How’d you know I was here?” I ask.

“I didn’t. I was on my way to Comma.”

Jay, Serena, and I started calling the unnamed little curve of sand at the end of my road Comma Beach a few months after I moved here. It became our place. Serena and I snuck out and had our first beer there, and our first cigarette (and for sure, our last, based on the amount of coughing and spitting we did). The three of us made it a tradition to go to Comma loaded up with blankets, snacks, and drinks to watch meteor showers in the summer. On a clear day, you could see all the way to Provincetown. And on a day like this, you couldn’t see anything but water and sky. No houses, nothing man-made. For a few minutes, you could imagine you were the only people on earth.

Jay puts the car in gear and drives to Comma Beach. The rain has let up, the sky is a shade lighter, and thunder rumbles in the distance.

When he turns the ignition off, everything is silent other than the soft pitter-patter of the subsiding rain. Jay never plays music in the car—he says it’s too distracting, that he pictures each instrument playing its part, and it feels like there’s a band performing live right in front of his eyes.

Even though Serena’s my best friend, I met Jay first.

When Mom and I moved to Wellfleet just before the start of ninth grade, I was so excited to explore my new and hopefully permanent town. We’d been moving around for years—never in one place for more than nine months—but when my grandfather died and left the beach house to us, Mom decided it was time to settle down so I could stay in one place for high school. I suspected that Mom had “settled down” not just for me, but for her lightning-strike survivors group so there would be more room for them to stay.

I’d found Mom’s old bike in the garage, and our neighbor tuned it up for me. As I rode down the curvy roads sprinkled with sand, I saw the summer people packing up their cars and locking up their houses. I’d never been a townie in a seasonal place before, but I was getting a sense of how it felt. Half relief that things would quiet down and half melancholy at being left behind. Abandoned for a different life, like we were just a quick treat. A once-in-a-while kind of thing, but not enough to keep on permanently. I’d been the equivalent of summer people in the places we’d lived before. Everyone had their lives and their history, but I was just coming through, never staying long enough to settle in. But now, I was the townie, and I was staying.

It was just a week before Labor Day, and the days were getting shorter and cooler. I’d gotten jelly donuts and decided to ride to the ocean side of town. I only had a few more days to be spontaneous and do whatever I was in the mood for at any moment. After that, I’d have schedules, homework, and new weather patterns to learn. As I rode, I smelled the ocean air and wondered if it would smell different in the winter.

I didn’t bother locking my bike when I got to White Crest Beach. The parking lot was practically empty. The view from the top of the huge dune was amazing—the gray-green ocean stretched all the way to meet the gray-blue sky, and the waves crashed noisily and repetitively on the shore. I took my sneakers and socks off and went down the dune with my paper bag full of jelly donuts. The sun hadn’t had a chance to warm the sand yet, so it was still cool from the night.

I sat near the water, the breeze pulling strands of hair out of my ponytail.

A few people on the beach sat looking at the water or walking. It wasn’t time for sunning and swimming. I’d never realized how perfect the beach was when it was empty. Quiet, peaceful, smooth.

A lone figure walked along the water. As he got closer, I saw how big he was, almost like a giant, but I could tell by his face that he was about my age.

His lips were moving, but he didn’t seem to have a phone or anything. He was talking to himself. As he got closer, I heard him.

“Sacrotuberous,” he said. “Sacrospinous.”

He was directly in front of me at the water’s edge now.

“Hi,” I said.

He held up one finger.

“Inferior pubic, superior pubic, suspensory ligament of the penis.”

He let out a satisfied breath.

I stared at him.

“Did you just say penis?” I asked. This guy, tall and big with messy brown hair and deep brown eyes was cute, but he’d just said the word penis to himself.

“The pelvic ligaments,” he said, like it was obvious.

“Okaaaay … ” I said, drawing out the word.

He smiled and it lit up his face, a small barely there dimple on the right side of his mouth, but he didn’t look into my eyes. It was like a shy, flirty smile, but I didn’t get the sense that he was flirting with me at all.

“You’re the girl who moved into the Ferguson house.”

I nodded. I noticed the way his eyes flicked at me and then away quickly every couple of seconds.

“How’d you know that?” I asked.

“We saw you and your mom driving through town the other day. My mom recognized her.”

“Our moms know each other?” I asked. I wondered whether they knew each other from when Mom lived here. She never talked about anyone from those days. I knew next to nothing about my grandfather, and even less about Carson—her soul mate, my father—who died before I was born.

“I guess they met at the high school orientation thing for parents, or whatever.”

“Oh, okay. So you go to Nauset?” I asked.

“Yeah. Yay.” Sarcasm.

“Not a fan of school?” I asked.

“Nope. And school is not a fan of me.”

“I have a feeling I’m in the same boat,” I said. “I’m Rachel, by the way. You’ll be a freshman, too?”

He nodded, but he didn’t offer up his name. He stood still for what seemed like forever without saying anything. The silence didn’t seem to bother him at all. But I was getting uncomfortable.

“Want some jelly donut?” I asked.

“Sure.”

I handed him the bag of what was left of the donuts.

“I guess I’ll see you in school next week,” I said as I started toward the dune.

He was digging into the bag at that point, so he nodded his head as if to say, “Yeah, okay, see ya.”

I didn’t find out his name—Jay Harwell—until school started, when the teacher called attendance in World History—the one class we shared.

We stay in the car, parked in front of Comma, and stare straight ahead at the gray water and the grayer sky. I wait for Jay to say something. It’s a game I like to play with myself, like chicken. Loser breaks first.

I always lose chicken.

“Are you going to tell Serena about this?” I ask, gesturing in the general direction of the MacPhersons’ tree where he found me.

He doesn’t look at me, but his grip on the steering wheel tightens.

“Not if you don’t want me to,” he says finally.

“Thanks,” I say. “I just—I’m just trying to figure things out.”

He looks at me and I hold eye contact with him for as long as he’ll let me, his pupils getting bigger and then smaller again like they’re breathing. Then he flicks his gaze to my ear where he’s more comfortable.

“How are your legs?” he asks.

“Good.”

“That’s good,” he says. “They healed well.”

And they did. When I looked at them this morning, twisting my head as far as I could to get a look in the mirror, I could see that they weren’t puffy anymore, the marks where the stitches had been were light pink instead of red. Mom says the scars on my legs will fade to nothing eventually. And the scar on my heart will fade even sooner. I’m not sure I believe her. I’m not sure whether to believe anything she says anymore.





THREE

The lofty pine is oftenest shaken by the winds; High towers fall with a heavier crash; And the lightning strikes the highest mountain.
—Horace (poet)

Reed showed up at our door four months ago, at the beginning of December. The quarterly meeting had already started. I was in my room doing homework, trying to drown out the talking with music, but it was impossible. My room shared a wall with the back room, which was where all the meetings were. I heard Angela’s voice, listing off her latest ailments, always blaming the lightning. The lightning. The lightning. Sometimes they didn’t even use the word, they’d just say “since it hit me, I have no peripheral vision” or “since the strike, my husband says I scream in my sleep.” And always the sound of ice cubes clinking in cheap glasses filled with gin and maybe a little tonic.

There was a knock at the front door. I knew that everyone who was coming to the meeting was already here, so I thought it was Serena. She was picking me up to go out for a coffee study break. I ran to the front slider, still holding my pencil. I slid open the door, but it wasn’t Serena. It was this guy who looked homeless and much older than he probably was.

“Hi,” he said quietly. “Is this where the support group meets?”

I must not have answered him because he continued. “The lightning-strike survivors group?”

I nodded. I’d seen tons of them before. The newbies. The ones who’d never met anyone like them before. Whose family and friends didn’t understand why a lightning strike that may have left no visible physical damage could turn them into someone else and could change them forever. I’d seen them come, and I’d seen them go. I’d never known for sure whether Mom had anything special that made her become all these people’s savior. But at that moment, I hoped she did have something. For this boy. I hoped that he would get better because, underneath the grime and the gloom and the fear, there was something in there. Behind the misery in his eyes—blue like the hottest part of a fire—was a teeny, tiny glimmer of hope.

I gestured for him to come in and I pointed to the back room. He hesitated.

“Should I take my shoes off?” he asked. They were expensive sneakers—the kind that a basketball star sponsored—but they were well past the point of being worn out.

“No, it’s okay,” I said.

He nodded but still didn’t move.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “About, you know, the lightning. I mean, I assume that’s why you’re here.”

“Thanks. You too?”

I shook my head no. “My mom. A long time ago.”

He stayed put, not in any rush to get to the meeting.

I’d heard all the group members’ stories—where they were, the storm, the strike, what it felt like, what happened afterward, hazy memories, and then everything after that—the stuff that came so slowly, they almost didn’t notice the relationship to the strike—the physical, emotional, mental changes. They thought it was just a coincidence that they’d forgotten their locker combination at the gym, or that they’d started to lose their hearing, or that one day months later, they’d wake up with a sudden pain in their knee so bad, the only thing that could help was oxycodone. Tons of it. Or the insomnia, or the mood swings that became so erratic, their spouses would leave. Or the ability to quote entire Shakespeare sonnets they hadn’t read in thirty years. Or … like in my mom’s case, the sudden power to see soul mates.

I’d heard every possible iteration of the story since I was a little girl. I was pretty sure that I never needed to hear another for the rest of my life, unless it was my own. But something in me wanted to hear one more. His. With his old expensive shoes, slightly dulled bright blue eyes, his fit-looking arms and chest under the ratty clothes and all the dirt, it seemed like he hadn’t always been this way. He’d been a rich kid somewhere with a completely different life. And now here he was in my house looking for whatever it was he needed to try to make himself whole.

“Come on,” I said. “I’ll take you back there.”

He looked relieved. Grateful, even, that he wouldn’t have to enter alone. I opened the door to the back room, with him close behind me.

The talking stopped.

“Hi, sweetheart,” Mom said. As a child, I’d been to many of the meetings, despite the fact that they were no place for a little girl, but in the last few years, I’d felt less welcome. I wasn’t one of them.

“This is—um.” I looked at the guy. I didn’t know his name.

“Reed,” he said, looking down at the floor.

“This is Reed,” I said. “He came for the meeting.”

In an instant, Mom was out of her seat and in front of Reed. She put her hand on his cheek and she stared into his eyes.

“Reed. Please come in. We’re glad you’re here. You’re always welcome here.”

Ron got up to let Reed have his seat.

Reed looked at me as he sat and smiled, like a thank-you.

“Rachel,” Mom said. “Would you get one of those stools from the kitchen?”

I nodded, and when I returned a few seconds later with the stool, Ron took it from me.

“Thanks, doll,” he said. Ron’s second wife had died last year. She’d also been a strike survivor—they’d met through the group—and I’d heard them all talking earlier about what a blessing it was that she wasn’t in pain anymore.

Mom gave me a quick glance and I knew I was to close the doors behind me. I gave Reed a look that I hoped conveyed “good luck,” and I went back to my room to finish my homework.

Twenty minutes later, there was a knock on the front door again. This time it was Serena. I grabbed my vest and went with her for coffee. I didn’t tell her about Reed even though I could feel him settling on my skin like a soft, transparent film. If it had been a few months earlier, before she’d joined the cheerleading team, I definitely would have told her about him. Actually, Serena had known me so well, she might have guessed by the look on my face that something had just happened, even before I could tell her. But she didn’t guess and I didn’t tell her. That’s how I knew that things had already started to change between us.





FOUR

It really does change you. It’s an invisible burden. People don’t understand—there’s no sympathy for people hurting.
—Phil Broscovak (lightning-strike survivor)

Jay and I are silent as he drives the two minutes from Comma Beach to my house. Ron’s yellow Chevy and Sue’s black pick-up are parked side by side in my driveway. I groan. I just want to be able to walk into my house and not have people there.

“You want to come over?” Jay asks. He isn’t always the best at reading people, but he’s gotten very good with me.

“It’s okay. I’ve got my American Lit paper,” I say, getting out of the car. Water drips off me; the seat is soaking wet. “Oops, sorry about that.”

He shrugs.

“Are we still getting together later?” he asks.

“I think so,” I say. “I’ll check with Serena, but she said seven-ish.”

“Okay.”

“Call you later,” I say, closing the car door.

I stick my hands in the pockets of my pajama bottoms and run up the front steps. But on the third step, I trip where a board is loose. Even though I get my hands out in time to brace my fall, a splinter wedges itself into my palm, and my knee lands on a sharp corner. By the time I get up and brush off my hands, Jay has gotten out of the car and is ready to inspect them and my knee. He grimaces and then looks toward the front door, but I shake my head.

“My first-aid kit’s in the car,” he says.

Back in the car, he opens the kit on his lap. He works on the splinter with tweezers, and I involuntarily yelp at a sudden pinch. Jay doesn’t say a word. He’s temporarily super-mature EMT-in-training-Jay, and not seventeen-year-old dorky-Jay. And EMT-Jay, though extremely skilled, doesn’t have the warmest bedside manner. I would make a joke about it, but he’s torturing me with the tweezers, so I keep quiet.

“This is in deep,” he whispers, concentrating, pulling at my skin.

Just when I’m about to scream for him to stop, he says, “Got it.”

His eyes are bright when he holds up the long skinny splinter. He opens a packet with a cleansing pad and dabs at my hand, then the scrape through the hole in my pajamas.

For a moment, I imagine what it would’ve been like if he’d been the one to stitch up the cuts on the backs of my legs that night at the hospital. He’s one of the few who have actually seen my scars.

One morning a few weeks after my fall, I’d forgotten to set my alarm. So when I wasn’t outside waiting for Jay to pick me up, he came inside to get me.

I’d slept in boxers and a tank, and I must’ve been hot because I woke up on top of the covers. When I opened my eyes, Jay was sitting on the bed next to me.

“Wow,” Jay said. He was staring at my scars. The stitches had been removed a few days before. And he was tracing the scars with his fingers, barely touching them. The pink, puffy, jagged lines that covered my thighs and the backs of my knees. The physical reminders of the glass and metal.

“What are you doing?” I had asked, coming out of sleep slowly. Since my injury, I didn’t wear shorts or short skirts if I could help it. Even on the hottest days in gym class, I wore sweatpants. I didn’t want people looking at the scars that told the story of how naive I’d been, and how hurt.

“I knocked a few times but you didn’t answer. We’re going to be late,” he said, but he said it slowly and quietly, like he didn’t care.

“Sorry,” I said.

“I wish I could have brought you in that night and watched them take it all out, and close up each wound. Like, this one here,” he said, touching the side of my right knee, which made me shiver. “This one looks different from the rest. The stitches weren’t quite as even as the others. It just makes me wonder. About all of it. Who was it? Did they do the best they could or were they at the end of a long shift when you got there? Was it done by a resident or a physician’s assistant?”

This was why some people thought he was a freak. But it made me like him even more.

“You should get up,” he said. “We’re late.”

“Okay.” I turned over and pulled the sheet up around my waist.

He didn’t move.

“Jay,” I said. “Let me get up.”

“Do they still hurt?” he asked, watching my fingers fiddle with the corner of the sheet.

“They itch sometimes. And they ache when it rains.”

He nodded and looked at my chest—I wasn’t wearing a bra under the tank I’d slept in, obviously.

“Jay,” I said. “Leave my room so I can get dressed.”

I smile now as I watch him dab at the scrape on my knee. He must mistake my smile for a wince of pain because he says, “Just wash this with soap later. It’s really nothing.”

I know it’s nothing—a stupid splinter and a scrape—but it feels like it’s something, because I like the way his hand feels holding mine. And that scares me to death because my heart is supposed to be broken and my world is spinning and I don’t know what’s real anymore or whether I can even trust my own feelings.

“Okay?” Jay asks, wiping down the tweezers with alcohol.

“Yeah.”

“I wasn’t really on my way to Comma,” he says as he reorganizes the contents of his kit. “I stopped at your house. When you weren’t home, I figured you’d be at the tree, but I hoped you weren’t.”

“It wasn’t what you think.” Of course it’s what he thinks.

“I can’t reconcile all that stuff with my view of how the world works,” he says.

“I wasn’t, I just—”

“I didn’t even know you were still doing that.”

“I’m not,” I say quickly. “I’m not anymore. It was just—it was habit, I guess.”

He nods toward the house and starts the car.

“Good luck in there. Tell them I said hi.”

I walk up the stairs slowly, avoiding the broken step. Jay drives away, and my hand throbs.

When I open the door, I smell the cigarette smoke before I even hear their voices in the back room. Mom’s deep laugh. Ron’s raspy chuckle. Sue’s high-pitched chirp.

I’m starving—working in the garage and then running for the lightning sapped every ounce of energy I had. But I don’t want to see them right now, so I pass by the kitchen instead of stopping on the way to my room.

“Rach?” Mom calls out.

My wet clomping boots must have given me away.

“Yeah?”

I pray she won’t make me go in there. I’m afraid they’ll bring up Reed and I can’t hear his name right now.

“Where’d you go?”

I stop where I am, halfway to my room. I hear her footsteps approaching and she appears in the front hall. She notices me now, soaking wet, smudged with dirt, and she lifts her eyebrows.

“What happened? I was worried,” she says. She notices the hole in my pajama pants and squats down to look.

“I tried to go for a walk, but I got caught in the rain. Jay drove by and picked me up. And I tripped on the loose step on the way in. We need to fix it. Jay had his first-aid kit in the car. I’m fine.” I’m babbling.

She stands back up and pushes a strand of damp hair out of my face.

“Remind me about the steps again tomorrow. Come say hello, okay? They’re dying to see you. You want something to eat?”

“Sure,” I say. “I’ll change first.”

In my room, I peel off my wet clothes, put on sweats, towel off my hair, and go to the back room.

“Look at this beauty!” Sue squeaks. She’s on the couch, and Ron’s next to her.

“Hi, Sue. Hi, Ron,” I say, trying to smile.

Ron looks worse than usual. His skin is paper-thin and his shaggy beard is dishwater gray. The scar that runs from his hairline down the side of his face to his chin looks more pronounced now against his pale white skin.

Sue is crocheting, as always, her fingers working faster than seems humanly possible. She’s wearing a crocheted pink sweater and a green crocheted scarf. It looks like she’s making a purple neck warmer now.

She places it next to her, then stands in front of me, staring into my eyes.

“How are you, honey?” She puts her hands on my cheeks. I don’t like it when she does that, but I would never tell her that. “Your mom’s been giving me daily updates but it’s good to see you up and about.”

“Much better,” I say, giving her a big smile. “Almost like new.”

“That makes me happy. After what happened, my heart broke into a million pieces for you.”

“Yeah, I’m doing okay. How are you guys feeling?” I ask, hoping to move the subject away from Reed and what happened. But it’s a stupid question because now I’ll be here forever.

“Okay, about the same,” Sue says. “Memory’s getting worse, though.”

Sue is about Mom’s age, but she looks like an old lady. She’d been to so many doctors to find out what’s wrong with her, but once she found Mom and the survivors group, she stopped trying.

“Oh please,” Ron says. “Mine’s kaput. Last week I just couldn’t take it anymore; I put a gun to my head. But you know what? I forgot to load the goddamn thing!”

Ron and Sue burst out laughing like this is the funniest joke they’ve ever heard, even though I’ve heard it at least forty-seven times throughout the years. But they probably forgot that he used it on me already, given their crappy memory and all.

Mom’s memory is just fine. She remembers everything. She just refuses to share her memories with me. Just little things, you know, like any single detail about my father at all. I suddenly remember the box in the garage and my fingers practically tingle at the thought of looking inside. It will have to wait, though. I haven’t told Mom about my plan to fix up the garage yet. I figure she’ll be okay with me moving in there, but if she saw me poking around, she might want to look through things first, and I’d lose my chance to open that box.

“So, I hope you’re okay with us being around a bit more the next couple of weeks—we’ve got the meeting to plan for,” Sue says, sitting and picking up her crocheting. She must realize that I get uncomfortable when the house is full of people. She and Ron never stay the night, at least. They both live close enough to come and go.

I must have blocked out the fact that at least twenty people will be here for the lightning-strike survivors big meeting. Would Reed show up for it? If he was planning to come, Mom would have warned me. Right?

Now moving into the garage feels like an emergency.

Ron clears his throat, and I picture the nuggets of phlegm and nicotine and whatever other crap is in his body rattling around.

“So … how many are we expecting?” he asks, his voice raspy.

“I can’t remember!” Sue shouts and they both laugh their asses off again.

Mom comes in, smiling. “What’s all this?”

“Just teasing your gorgeous daughter, who seems to be doing just great,” Sue says. “Every time I see her, she looks different. Or maybe that’s because I don’t remember what she looks like from one time to the next!”

Mom rolls her eyes, smiles. This smile isn’t for me, though; it’s for them—Ron and Sue, and the other survivors.

“I thought we had some fruit, but we’re all out,” Mom says to me. “I made you a peanut butter sandwich.”

“Thanks.” I half-wave at Ron and Sue. “See you later.”

I grab the sandwich and a glass of water and take them to my room. My weekly American Lit paper is due tomorrow, and I haven’t started. It sucks for the obvious reasons but also because my laptop froze the other night and is refusing to unfreeze.

I start outlining in a spiral notebook. I can write the paper longhand and get to school early to type it up in the computer lab. I’ll have to ask Mom for a ride to school even though I hate depending on anyone for rides. And now, if I have to use the money I made last summer working at PJ’s to fix up the garage, there’s no way I’ll be able to buy Mr. Lash’s truck. He hasn’t sold it to anyone else yet—it’s still parked in his driveway next door—but I know he can’t hold it for me forever. I start to feel panicky. What if Reed shows up for the meeting? If the garage isn’t ready by the time everyone comes, and I don’t have the truck, then I will be trapped at home, no way to avoid him.





FIVE

Some people are attracted to vulnerability.
—Jay-Z (musician)

The morning after Reed showed up at our door for the first time, I slept until ten. When I got up and went out to the hallway, my bathroom door was closed and I heard water running in the sink. Members were always staying over, especially if they’d had too much to drink. But they never used my bathroom. We had a perfectly good powder room down the hall, and Mom had a shower in her bathroom that they used when they needed to. This was my bathroom. I leaned against the wall, pissed. I was trying to talk myself out of screaming at whoever was in there when I heard the sink turn off. Then the door opened a second later.

It was Reed, with one of my towels wrapped around his waist, and nothing else. His pale chest was thin, but his arms were defined.

“Sorry,” he said. His dark hair was slicked back, his face smooth and symmetrical. His eyes were still that same fiery blue, even in the bright morning light. He looked completely different from the night before, though. He was clean, he was shaven, he was really cute. I avoided looking at his eyes and his practically naked body by staring at a chip in the paint on the doorframe.

“It’s okay,” I said and pushed past him into my bathroom and closed the door. He must have taken an hour-long shower in there; I’d never seen it so steamy. He used my shampoo too. I was about to freak out that he may have used my razor, but then I saw a disposable men’s razor in the trash can.

I wiped the steam from my mirror and looked at my eyes. I pictured Reed looking at his eyes in the same mirror only moments ago.

After I showered and got dressed, I headed down to uncharacteristic quiet. Usually the day after a big meeting, Mom or someone would be there chatting, laughing, maybe crying. But today the house was empty. There was a note from Mom on the kitchen counter.

We’ve gone out to The Crock for brunch. If you want to join, text me. I’ll come back and pick you up.

It was signed with just a heart.

I wouldn’t be joining them at The Crock, the twenty-four-hour diner in Eastham. I’d be enjoying my few moments of peace and quiet while I figured out what to do with the Saturday that stretched ahead of me. Serena had cheerleading practice and then a game, so she was out. I thought about texting Jay, but lately when we were together without Serena, it felt different. I didn’t know if that was just me. And since Serena was normally the plan-maker, the one who got us together, bought movie tickets ahead of time, that kind of thing, I didn’t know what to suggest we do that wouldn’t seem like a date.

I poured a bowl of Cheerios and drowned it in milk. I ate my cereal staring into space, my mind wandering from pre-calc to images of Reed in my shower.

A crash and then the sound of breaking glass in the back room pulled me from my thoughts. I figured maybe a window was open and a breeze had knocked a vodka glass over, so I went to check it out. When I opened the door to the back room, I saw Reed crouched on the floor, picking up shards of glass.

“I didn’t know anyone was still here,” I said.

He looked up, startled.

“Hold on, I’ll help,” I said.

I went to the kitchen for a bag and a broom, and we cleaned up the mess.

When we were done, we both sat on the couch.

“So how come you didn’t go out for brunch?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Not quite up for that.”

Mom must have washed his clothes, because he was wearing the same jeans and shirt but they were clean. He looked good. Probably almost the way he was supposed to look. Clean-cut, kind of pretty-boy-ish. But I could still see that he’d been through a lot. In his eyes and in the way he moved—slowly, like the air was thicker for him or something.

“Why aren’t you there?” he asked.

“Not really my thing. I don’t fit in.”

He smiled and his teeth were straight and white. If he’d been living in his van, it hadn’t been for that long. He’d definitely been to the dentist in the last few months, I was sure of it. He probably even used that whitening toothpaste that everyone says strips your teeth of its enamel.

“I think that’s a good thing,” he said. “Why would you want to fit in with a bunch of people who’ve been struck by lightning?”

“I used to want that,” I said quietly. “More than anything.”

“You wanted to get struck by lightning?” He asked this like I was out of my mind, insane. He wasn’t totally wrong.

“I used to try to get struck.” I still did, but he didn’t need to know that. It was fine to talk about it like a strange little thing I did as a kid, but now? Not so cute. “I was obsessed with the Weather Channel. I followed storms and tried to pinpoint where they’d hit. Then I’d run out to the highest, barest spot I could find, like basically covered in metal.”

“I don’t believe you,” he said, but he didn’t mean it. He believed me.

“Every time, I’d have to go back home soaking wet and make up some excuse for my mom about why I was out in the rain covered with aluminum foil, holding a shovel or a crow bar.”
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