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“Let’s begin, then,” Ulrich said. “I want to get this over with.”

Gaia’s life, he meant. He wanted to get her life over with. He leaned down to her with the IV needle in his hand, and he began to tap her arm for the vein.

Jesus Christ. This was how she was going to die. Euthanized like a death row criminal. She almost wished she hadn’t woken up. Because there was absolutely nothing she could do. No amount of fighting spirit could change anything. Her body was strapped so tightly to that bed, she could hardly move a muscle. Even if she could, she was too weak to make a dent in those leather straps.

Ulrich inserted the needle into her arm, and then he moved around to the other side of the bed to insert the second. Gaia searched her brain desperately for some answer, some brilliant scheme, but there was nothing. Literally no room to maneuver.

He inserted the needle into her other arm, and then he moved back around the bed to press the switch and end her life. Maybe there is an afterlife, she told herself. And I’ve just been too cynical to believe it.

Or maybe she just needed to believe that, in this last moment. Maybe she needed to believe a lot of things that she had never believed before.
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To Christopher Grassi



Dear Readers:

At last Gaia is graduating. Moving on to the rest of her life. But, in true Gaia style, it won’t be ordinary. That’s what has been so thrilling about Gaia for the last six years.

About ten years ago I read a small article in the New York Times about a woman who didn’t seem to have any reaction to fear. I was fascinated. They couldn’t give any scientific reason so I invented my own: obviously she was born without the fear gene. I loved the idea, now all I needed was the right girl. And I found her in Gaia. Gaia is just enough of a rebel and just enough of a hero to be the dream of every teenage girl. And she’s not afraid of anything or anyone. What freedom!

It was easy to hit the right notes. All I had to do was pretend I was Gaia and everything worked. And I think that’s what the readers did, too. You were able to lose yourselves in the fantasy of being Gaia Moore. Well, now, faithful fans and dreamers, I promise I won’t let you down.

Though we are going to lose sight of Gaia for a while, she will turn up where we least expect. And with someone who will be a complete surprise. I can’t tell you any more at this time. But, I promise, she will be back. You have been marvelous fans and I thank you so much for your loyalty.

Sincerely,

[image: Image]







renegade psycho


There were a hundred different ways to shut Jake up.



The Great Confuser


GAIA MOORE HAD NEARLY FORGOTTEN everything that made her remarkable. It had been a nasty state of affairs. Embarrassing. Shameful, even. She’d found herself drowning in the most pathetic swamp of insecurity and mediocrity and what she could only term “generalized feminine nambypambyness.” Over the last few weeks she seemed to have completely forgotten that her IQ was genius level, that her senses were superior to the average human’s, that she was trained in more martial arts than she could count. In other words, that she had more power in her little finger than Skyler Rodke and his entire family combined.

But she was remembering now. Bit by bit. Piece by piece. She was turning up her power in careful, measured increments. And as she sprinted up Morningside Drive, pumping her legs with forceful ease to make it back to Skyler’s apartment before he did, she began to devise her plan of attack.

It would not be an “attack” in the usual sense of the word. Skyler deserved a hell of a lot worse than just a perfectly placed kick to the larynx or a punch to the solar plexus. Given the apparent scope of the Rodkes’ plans, this attack was going to have to be strategic in nature. She had to know every aspect of their plan; then she could formulate the ideal response—the perfect counterpunch. She needed all her power now. She needed to be cool and composed and rational. And finally, without gobs of fear clouding her judgment, she could be all those things and more. Because she was free at last. Free of all that fear.

There was at least one thing she had learned during her temporarily frightened existence: fear was “the Great Confuser.” All her bouts with terror had turned her brain into cafeteria oatmeal—weak and mushy and flavorless. That was Gaia in the presence of Skyler Rodke: weak and mushy. No identity. Which was just what he’d wanted. It’s what they’d all wanted, apparently—Skyler and his father and Dr. Ulrich, too, which was pissing her off to no end. But that was all over now. Now she was paying attention. Now her thoughts were exquisitely pristine.

As she whipped around the corner of 121st Street, she replayed the entire scene she had just witnessed, or rather heard, in that generic medical facility on Bowery and Bleecker. She could still feel the aches in her joints from cramming herself inside that filing cabinet, but it had been worth it. She’d managed to eavesdrop on the Rodkes’ “top secret” little meeting, and she’d heard at least some of what she’d needed to hear. She’d heard the voices of Skyler, his father, and Dr. Ulrich conspiring against her. And she’d heard that one new mystery man, although he wasn’t such a mystery anymore, given the words Skyler had spoken in his presence: army and soldiers. Whoever the mystery man was, he was unquestionably military. Whatever the Rodkes were planning, the army was somehow involved.

But conspiracies were all in the details. And the details were precisely what she didn’t have. They’d called off their little meeting too quickly, leaving Gaia with too little information and no choice but to wait it out inside that cabinet and then sneak out the back stairs of the building, making a break for it.

At least now she could begin to put all the pieces together. With each long stride down the street, she revved up that once-dormant part of her brain that could think with machinelike precision.

Think it through, she ordered herself. What are the things you know? What are the things you don’t know? Her mind instantly split those two categories down the middle and formulated a simple informational chart:

Things I know:


	Skyler, Dr. Rodke, and Dr. Ulrich are the enemy.

	They are concocting some kind of drug using my genes—using me as their own personal lab rat. That’s at least one of the reasons they’ve been trying to keep me under lock and key and under Skyler’s disgustingly chauvinistic influence.

	
The military is somehow involved.




Things I don’t know:


	Just how extensive a family affair is this? Are Chris and Liz involved, too? Has our friendship just been part of the scam?

	How exactly is the army involved? Does this go all the way up to top government levels, or are we just dealing with one renegade psycho general?

	What the hell are they planning next?

	The most important question of all: Whatever they’re planning next … how am I going to stop it?



That was really all she cared about now as the sweat trickled down her temples and she took the steps of Skyler’s building in leaps and bounds. She just needed to figure out how to stop them all. By herself—that was an absolute. That was not up for debate. She was putting an end to this entire mystery operation alone.

At the very least she knew what she had to do next… as sick as it was going to make her. She had to maintain the status quo. She had to continue to play the part of the frightened, mushy-headed girlie-girl with Skyler. She had to continue to play scared and “kept” in his presence, until she could gather all the necessary info without him even knowing it. Because right now, all she had going for her was the element of surprise. Her most valuable weapon wasn’t the power she had finally rediscovered; it was that Skyder didn’t know she had rediscovered it And Gaia was going to keep it that way. Until just the perfect moment. Then she would let him know. Then she’d remind them all just exactly who they were dealing with.



Ultraviolet Medicine


JAKE COULDN’T KEEP ALL HIS THOUGHTS in line. That was something he’d have to work on if he truly planned to make it in the world of covert ops. He’d have to learn how to organize all the facts in his head and draw clearcut conclusions. Then he’d have to learn how to keep those conclusions separate from the mishmash of emotions twirling around in his head like paint in an industrial mixer. Because right now he sucked at it. He couldn’t help it His heart was mangled with frustration.

He had seen the truth. He’d seen the infamous “God” dealing Invince in Washington Square Park, and now he knew that “God” was in fact none other than Chris Rodke himself, disguised in cheap spray-on blue hair dye and blue wraparound shades and a long Matrix-style coat. Now he knew that Chris had been the one dealing Invince to the entire city, wrecking New Yorkers’ lives (including Gaia’s, Ed’s, Kai’s, and even his own) with “a bit of the old ultraviolence.” That in and of itself made Jake sick to his stomach. It made him want to find “God,” aka Chris, and give him a whopping dose of his own ultraviolent medicine.

But the situation ran much deeper than just one drug dealer, and Jake knew it—even if he didn’t understand exactly how. Chris might be the distributor, but Jake was pretty sure that the true source of Invince was Rodke and Simon itself. And Jake was convinced that the entire operation had something to do with Gaia… something—that was all he knew. But still, he could feel it: Gaia was the Rodkes’ victim. She was their target. And this was where Jake’s emotions were getting the better of him. This was truly pissing him off.

Because Gaia was too goddamn blind to see it.

How could she let herself get snowed by that faux “playah” rich boy Skyler Rodke and his snob of a brother? And more importantly, why couldn’t she see that she needed more capable people to step in and take care of things for her? Jake and Oliver were the ones who really knew what was going on here. Not only did they know what was going on, they were the ones who could handle it. Why couldn’t Gaia see that?

Jake whipped his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed Gaia’s cell number. He could just picture her right now, leaning her misguided head on Skyler’s shoulder, staring up at that asshole’s face with a trusting smile, being snowed by every single lie coming out of his puckered-up little bl ue-bl ood mouth. For all Jake knew, Gaia was sitting there with Skyler and Chris, having a freaking wine tasting or something. It was time to give Gaia a serious reality check.

He listened through her voice mail message (of course she still refused to pick up her phone), and the moment he heard that beep, he just let it rip.

“Gaia, I thought we talked about this,” he barked into the phone. “You’ve got to pick up when I call.” He took a deep breath and tried to clamp down on his frustration before placing the phone back to his ear. “All right, listen, okay. Listen to me this time, ’cause I’m not screwing around here. Chris Rodke is ‘God,’ do you understand? Chris is the one dealing Invince in the park. I was there, all right? I saw it with my own eyes. If you want to know why we nearly got killed in the park by those psychos—if you wanna know why Ed and Kai were almost killed, it’s because of your friend Chris. And this goes deep, Gaia, Oliver and I are sure of it. This whole operation stems back to the whole Rodke family. As in Mr. “Upstanding CEO.” As in Mr. Upstanding CEO’s son Skyler. Do you get it now? They’re plotting something against you, Gaia. We’re sure of it. They’re using you. If you’re still sitting there in Skyler’s house, then you need to get out. You need to get out of that apartment right now and you need to contact me and Oliver. You need to let us take care of this thing. And if you can’t get out of that apartment, then you need to let us know where it is. Give us Skyler’s location and we’ll come there and get you out. Just call us. I’ll be at Oliver’s in ten minutes, and we’ll wait for your call. Look, I know I sound pissed, but I’m just worried. I’m worried you’re not seeing the whole picture here. So just call, okay? And stay away from Skyler Rodke. And Gaia, whatever you do, stay the hell away from Chris. He’s sick in the head. The whole family is.”



poster child


EVERYONE IN THE ENTIRE RODKE building knew Chris. Every secretary, every janitor, and more importantly, every security guard. It was part of their job—knowing when the boss’s son was rolling through, knowing which butt to kiss to get their Christmas bonus. Chris sped through a chorus of obsequious helios as he made his way through the gilded revolving doors of Rodke Industries, straight through the metal detectors, and into the elevator, banging on the button six or seven times, as if that would somehow speed things along. He had absolutely no time to waste. He was doing damage control here, and that meant moving swiftly and keeping his mounting anxiety to a minimum. Which wasn’t so easy at this particular moment. Because the proverbial cat was out of the bag.

Jake had seen him in the park and Chris knew it. God’s identity had been revealed. Chris was sure that Jake was sitting somewhere right now feeling quite proud of his successful little spy job, but that didn’t matter to Chris in the least. Dealing with Jake would be easy. He surely had no idea what God was capable of. There were a hundred different ways to shut Jake up. The problem was his father. Chris had to be the one to tell his father about this unfortunate development before he heard it from anyone else. And when his father heard the news… he wouldn’t be happy.

And screw him for being such a pompous, neglectful son of a bitch, Chris thought as he tapped his foot incessantly and waited for each floor to race by. This is my father’s fault anyway. If he’d given me just an ounce of additional support—a couple of lookouts, a little protection—this never would have happened. And isn’t Skyler just going to love this? Chris gnashed his teeth together as the elevator opened on the executive floor. This was just what Skyler needed to prove that Chris was nothing but a screwup. Wouldn’t this just support every little snide comment and obnoxious insult his brother and father had not so subtly thrown at him? “You’re not careful, Chris.” “Your tasteless flare for drama just embarrasses us.” “One more of your stupid stunts and you’ll ruin the Rodke name permanently.”

That phrase had always stuck in Chris’s head like black tar: “Tasteless flare for drama…” He knew exactly what it implied, no matter how much his father and brother denied it—no matter how many times Chris had denied it himself. It was a veiled code for “gay.” Of course, his family had always insisted to the hilt that they had no problem with his sexuality. They’d made Chris a poster child for “acceptance” in all the society magazines and press releases, and Chris had always tried to believe the party line. He’d convinced himself that his own flesh and blood were too enlightened and intelligent to be prejudiced. And as far as his mother and Liz were concerned, he still believed it. But if he was being completely honest with himself, then he had to face his serious doubts about his father and Skyler. They could appear as enlightened as they wanted, but there was at least one category where Chris knew his sexuality was an issue: the Family Business. He’d tried to deny it a hundred times before, but it was getting harder and harder to turn a blind eye. Never in a million years would they have come out and said it, but now Chris could feel them thinking it: “We don’t want the gay boy running the company”

The fact was, his mother and Liz were the only ones in this family who’d shown Chris the realest kind of affection and respect. They were the only ones who’d treated him with love and kindness even when they didn’t have guests over or the paparazzi flashing away at some horrific promotional event. That’s when his father’s arm was suddenly draped all over Chris’s shoulders and he had a wide, loving grin. That’s when his father would fake-smile his way through some inane conversation with Chris until the camera crew had shut off their lights and gone home. It was sickening.

By the time Chris had made it to his father’s office, the anxiety had already given way to anger. Chris wasn’t scared about admitting his screwup anymore. He wasn’t scared of anything or anyone. Especially his father. He wasn’t scared. What was there to be scared of? This wasn’t his fault. It was not his fault.

So why was he sweating so profusely?

Chris stiffened his posture and swallowed very hard. Then he stared down at his father’s secretary, Eileen, with a cold “I-own-you” glare. There was no time for his usual fake princely smile.

“I need to speak with my dad, Eileen,” Chris stated. “Now.”

Eileen’s insecurity began to bleed out through her caked-on makeup and her excessive eye shadow—the low-class giveaways to her buttoned-up “executive assistant” facade.

“You’ll have to wait, Chris” she said, trying to sound firm and professional. “Your father just came in with an important client, and he said no visitors”

“Visitors?” Chris squawked. “Do I strike you as a visitor, Eileen?”

“No, of course not,” Eileen croaked. “I’m just telling you… he insisted they not be disturbed….”

“Disturbed? Do you think he would find a visit from his own son disturbing?”

Eileen’s eyes widened nervously. “No, Chris, no, I just—”

“Right, Ã11 only be a minute.”

“Chris…”

Eileen stood out of her chair, but Chris ignored her completely, marching right by and swinging open the double doors to his father’s office.

Two angry faces darted up toward the doorway. Chris had seen this look on his father’s face a thousand times. But the other man he had never seen before. And given his crisp, tightly buttoned army uniform and the regalia of stars and bars on his shoulders, Chris certainly would have remembered him.

Dr. Rodke quickly wiped the dark frown from his face and replaced it with the fakest smile of delight. “Chris!” he bellowed jovially. “What a surprise! Listen, we’re right in the middle of something here—why don’t you give us just a few minutes and then you and I can go to lunch?”

Chris’s eyes darted down to his father’s grand mahogany desk. There were numerous copies of some kind of contract spread out across the desk, and General Stars and Bars had clearly been right in the middle of signing one of them. Not only did this make Chris extremely curious, but if there was one thing he couldn’t tolerate, it was being dismissed by his father. He took a large step into the room and matched his father’s disgusting display of fakery with a display of his own.

“Ooh, Daddy, can I just get a few minutes with you now?” He clasped his hands together in prayer and bounced slightly in place. “I’ve got a problem I really need your help with. Pleeease. I’m drowning in teenage angst!” Chris knew exactly what he was doing. He was challenging his father’s supposed tolerance right to his face. He was “turning up the gay.” And it was making his father squirm. Chris turned to General Stars and Bars and waived daintily. “Hiii. I’m Chris.”

The general raised his right eyebrow with contempt, although the rest of his craggy, tight-lipped face didn’t budge. Dr. Rodke bolted up from his chair with another plastered-on smile. “Um…General Colter, this is my son Christopher. Chris…General Colter.”

So Stars and Bars had a name. That still didn’t explain what he was doing signing contracts in his father’s office or why his father looked so uncomfortable. This meeting was clearly something Chris wasn’t supposed to see. Which meant that he needed to see much, much more.

General Colter stood up slowly and shook Chris’s hand. “Good to meet you.” His handshake nearly broke Chris’s fingers.

“You too,” Chris said. “Listen, General, could you please just give me and my dad a minute? See, I’m having ‘boy problems.’ I love your outfit, by the way.” Chris smiled.

General Colter looked mortified, and Chris savored every moment of it. The general stared at Chris and then flashed his father a dubious glance. “Why don’t I give you two a minute,” he said finally.

“Oh, God bless you.” Chris grinned. “It’ll only be a sec!” Chris held the door open for the general and then slammed it closed behind him. The smile instantly dropped from his face.

Chris’s father glared at him with even deeper disdain than usual. “What the hell are you doing?” He clenched his teeth to keep his volume in check. “If you’re trying to embarrass me, then congratulations—”

“What am I doing?” Chris snapped. “What are you doing? What kind of deal are we making with him? What, did the army run out of no-tears shampoo or something?”

“Chris, keep your voice down. This is not the time or place for this. Go back to school. Go back to school, and I’ll see you at dinner.”

“Not until you tell me what’s going on here.” Chris stepped over to the desk and picked up one of the contracts, but his father swiped it from his hand.

“Chris, this has nothing to do with you, all right? This is none of your concern.”

“Oh, the family business is none of my concern now?”

“This is none of your concern. Go back to school, or go home, or go anywhere. Just go. We will talk later”

“No, I’d rather stay, thanks.” Chris plopped down in his father’s chair and threw his feet up on the desk. “Let’s bring General Colter back in—maybe he’ll tell me what’s going on.” Chris reached for the phone, but his father slammed it back down.

“Enough!” Dr. Rodke hissed. There was so much anger in his father’s eyes, Chris actually caught himself flinching, but he covered it immediately. And somewhere in that moment, Chris finally realized what an idiot he was being.

This was about the drug. Of course. This was about their entire operation. They were making some kind of deal with the military, and Chris wasn’t supposed to know a thing about it. They were keeping him completely out of the loop. “The army?” Chris uttered. “We’re working with the army?” Blood rushed to his face with each word. His nails dug into his palms. “When exactly were you going to tell me? When was anyone going to tell me what we were planning here?”

“We are not planning anything, Chris. Skyler and I are planning. You did your part. You did your job, and now it’s done. So you can go now, and you can spend some of my money, or throw yourself one of your parties, or whatever it is you do, and your brother and I will take it from here. Do you understand?”

Each word was more condescending than the last. Chris could feel the humiliation gathering in his chest like an infection. He looked his father deep in the eye. “I am your son, too, asshole. And in case you haven’t noticed, I have practically been running this entire thing myself, risking my life out there in the scummiest parts of this city for you, while your favorite son has been ‘handling’ the oh-so-challenging task of flirting with jail bait. So why won’t you give me some freaking respect, goddammit?”

“Shut up!” His father dug his fingers into Chris’s arm and tugged him brutally out of his chair. “I told you to keep your voice down. Christ, I’ve tried to be patient with you, but I am so sick of your whining. You want my respect, Chris? You want my respect? Then stop acting like a child. Look at you. You come prancing in here like a spoiled schoolboy who wants his daddy. Like some goddamn drama queen starring in the school play. What do you think that man out there thinks of me now? You made me look like a fool, Chris. And if you blow this deal for us, I swear to God… Look, I just want you out of here. Now. I want you miles away from this office, from this deal, from any deal this company is trying to make. Here’s how to earn my respect, Chris: Stop embarrassing the hell out of me. And if you really must hear me say it, then I’ll say it. Learn how to be more like your brother.”

“Like my—?”

“Like a man, Chris. Stop prancing around and be a man.”

Ugly silence filled the room.

It was by far the closest his father had ever come to actually saying it: If you want my respect, then stop being gay. Chris was so furious, he could barely breathe.

“You want to see a child?” Chris uttered. “You want to see what a child acts like? This is what a child acts like.”

Chris slammed his hands down on the desk, scrunched the contracts in his hands, and threw them up into the air with every ounce of pubescent tantrum he had in him.

“Goddammit!” his father hollered, crouching to the floor to collect the mess. “Get out!” But the truth was, this was no tantrum. Chris’s rage had already moved way past tantrum into that beautifully calm zone of anger, where everything became very cold and very distant and very calculated. The tantrum was in fact a distraction. The moment his father crouched to the floor, Chris grabbed one of the contracts and stuffed it inside his bag.

His reason for stealing the copy of the contract was simple. If he was going to exact revenge on his father and Skyler, he would need to know everything they’d been planning.

Because that’s what a man would do, right? When a man is shunned by his own family, a man seeks revenge.



brazen joy


Apparently all of New York City was just a cage full of lab rats to the Rodke brothers.



Big, Beautiful Blur


IT WAS ONLY AN HOUR BUS RIDE out to Carverton, New York, and Ed was glad he’ done it. He certainly didn’t mind taking the rest of the day off from school, and it had given his ears a break from the incessant prom chatter of the FOHs. His last few second-semester-senior classes hardly counted as classes anyway.

The odd thing was, the moment he creaked open Heather’s door at Carverton School for the Blind, a huge grin came over Heather’s beautiful face. Did Heather just smile whenever anyone walked into her room now?

The first words out of her mouth confused him even further. “Edward H. Fargo.” She smiled. “You freaking stud.”

Ed’s eyes widened as a tentative smile cropped up on his own face. “Wait… How did you know it was me?”

“It’s that raggedy-ass yellow T-shirt.” She laughed. “It just screams ‘Ed.’”

Ed peered deeper into Heather’s eyes as her smile began to grow. “No way…” A rush of excitement ran up his spine. “You can see me?”

Heather stood up from her desk and walked slowly toward him. She reached out her hands and placed them on either side of his face. “I can see you,” she whispered. Her eyes welled up slightly, and then she threw her arms around him, giving him a huge bear hug.

It truly was like going back in time.

The hug went on and on until Heather finally pulled away and looked into Ed’s eyes. “I mean… I can sort of see you,” she explained. “You are a complete blur, but you are stunningly gorgeous. Come! Sit down.” She grabbed his hand and dragged him over to her bed, where they both plopped down, face-to-face.

Ed hardly knew where to start, given this incredible development. He couldn’t form much of a sentence. “I don’t… I mean, that’s just… What happened?”

“It just started,” Heather announced, throwing her arms up in the air. She was absolutely beaming. “I just woke up one morning two weeks ago and there were these spots. And then a few days later there were some colors, and then it all just sort of opened up… into this big, beautiful blur. I mean, the doctors had always said there was a good chance I’d recover, and some days I didn’t believe them, but then I would think about you, Ed. The way you dealt with everything and the way you worked and worked when you knew there might be a chance to walk. That’s why I wanted you to be the first person to come. I wanted you to be the first person from back home who I can see. I mean, besides my parents. And you, Mr. Fargo, are such a sight for sore eyes.” She laughed, gazing at Ed for another moment, and then she burst forward and threw her arms around him again. Ed was forced to swipe a tiny and extremely embarrassing tear from the corner of his eye. He hoped it was all too much of a blur for Heather to notice.

Ed was so genuinely elated for Heather that her joke didn’t even seem corny. Although he still felt it would be too corny to tell her that he’d felt the exact same way the moment he’d walked through the door. Heather truly was a sight for sore eyes. This was exactly what he’d needed. A blast from the past. Something real. A very real bit of good news from a very old friend. This was something to celebrate. A beginning, not an ending. No glitzy gown or tuxedo required.

Ed studied Heather’s face, from her silken brown hair to her red-flushed cheeks to her perfect little chin. “I’m just… I’m really happy for you.”

“But wait.” She grinned. “There’s more.”

“What? What else could there possibly be?”

“Well… I asked you to come for another reason, Ed.”

“Oh, really?” He cracked a dubious half smile. “And what is that?”

“Well, here’s the thing.” She giggled. “What with the considerable lack of a social life here at Carverton, I have been working my ass off making up all my missing credits. And after much red tape, and many phone calls between principals, and a considerable amount of charm on my part… they’re going to let me graduate with you guys!”

“Aha.” Ed smiled. “Sweet. That’s awesome, Heather.”

Heather took a series of small bows. “Thank you, thank you. Yet… there is still more.”

“Yikes.”

“Not only can I graduate with the class, but after inflicting another dose of considerable charm on my parents… I can go to the prom! As long as I have a chaperone that they ‘know and trust.’”

Quite suddenly Heather dropped her head and stared down at the bedsheets. Her brazen joy had all but disappeared, replaced by a most uncharacteristic attack of what looked an awful lot like… shyness? “I was going to call you…,” she uttered quietly, “but now that you’re here… I was, you know… kind of hoping…” Her eyes drifted along the entire bed over to the floor. “Well, kind of praying, actually… that you would take me.” She finally turned back up to Ed, squinting tentatively, as if to shield herself from a potential blow. “Would you, Ed…? Would you take me to the prom?”

Ed went silent. He felt the most bittersweet pain in his chest. This he had not expected. Not just her request, but the way she had asked it. With such sweetness and insecurity—and sweet and insecure were two adjectives that no one ever would have used to describe Heather Gannis back in the day.

He thought he had come here to reminisce—to relive the old days. But this moment had only served to remind him just how much things had changed. Somewhere along the way, Heather Gannis had become humble. Just a year or two ago, if Heather Gannis had approached Ed Fargo and asked him to the prom? It would have been like some kind of dream sequence—Shred the skater boy’s secret little fantasy. But now a year ago felt like a thousand years. And as much as Ed had been hoping to go back in time, this was his wake-up call. That was then, and this was now.
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