







7:45 p.m.



SARAH TURNED AND GAZED UP AT TIM, AND she noted the way the small copper-colored flecks in his green eyes seemed to glow in the dimness of the setting sun. She realized she’d been fixated on his face all day long—more so than usual. With each look she was memorizing his face, his expressions, his eyes. And right now those big green eyes were focused on Lake Michigan. He was staring at the sunset, too, with a faraway look that made Sarah feel as though he was already on the plane, at least in his mind. She winced, refusing to let her emotions get the best of her. Her girlfriends might see the sunset as beautiful and filled with the promise of what the night might bring, but she could only see it as an ending. The close of another day—her last with Tim, at least for a while. The next time she saw the sun, she’d be saying good-bye to Tim. “By the dawn's early light,” she murmured.

“What’d you say?” Tim asked her.

“Nothing.” She slid over closer to him on the sand and rested her head comfortably on his strong, broad shoulder….
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8:00 a.m.



“GOOD MORNING, INDIANA! IT’S A SCORCHER out there! Gonna reach at least ninety-two by noon. Beware, all you beach bums; make sure you load on the sunscreen. We’ve got an ozone warning out today for the whole Lake Michigan area!”

The disc jockey’s impossibly energetic voice blasted Sarah Matthews out of her sound sleep. She blinked her eyes a few times, trying to adjust to the bright light coming through the window shades. Then she stretched lazily and pulled on her eyeglasses to see the clock radio by her bed. Eight o’clock. There shouldn’t even be an eight o’clock in the morning during the summer, she thought ruefully, pulling the covers back over her head for only a few more minutes. If she could just get back to that dream she’d been having. The one about Tim and her at his senior prom….

Tim! Sarah shot straight up in her bed. Tim would be there in a little over an hour and a half. That didn’t give her much time. She had to look perfect today. Absolutely perfect. Like a photograph that Tim would take with him wherever he went.

Because after today, he would be gone.

Sarah’s heart began to race as she glanced over at Tim’s face staring back at her from the prom picture she’d taped to the mirror on the wall across from her bed. She’d felt just like a fairy tale princess standing there with him in her lavender gown, sandals, and silk bag dyed to match. He’d looked so handsome and grown up, with his classic black tuxedo, perfectly tied bow tie, and usually unruly medium brown curls almost tamed by a hairdresser’s steady hands.

Sarah sighed. It was hard to imagine that soon all that gorgeous brown hair would be gone—shaved off by the army barbers at Fort Jackson with military efficiency.

She’d been dreading this day for a long time. Tim was leaving for basic training in less than twenty-four hours, and after that, everything—not just Tim’s hair—would be changed forever.

For as long as Sarah could remember, Tim Frehm had been a part of her life. For years he had just been the rowdy kid with the curly mop and freckles who liked to toss a football around in the yard with his next-door neighbor Brandon, or play practical jokes with his pal Justin. Tim’s booming laughter often rang through the halls of the school, letting everyone within hearing distance know that he was there, including the hall monitors. One time he’d gotten detention for being too loud. Well, sort of. Sarah smiled at that memory. And another time he’d skipped class to deliver her birthday gift. In the middle of her science test Tim had appeared with an armful of balloons. He was always pulling those kinds of crazy stunts. She knew the school, the town, and she herself would feel empty without his presence—and laughter.

The familiar notes of her Nutcracker suite ring tone suddenly filled the bedroom, zapping Sarah’s mind right back to the present. Who could be calling me this early? she wondered as she scanned her cluttered room for the cell phone. Spotting it on her nightstand, she reached over and maneuvered her hand around at least five bottles of nail polish in varying shades of pink, half-used pots of pale pink lip gloss, and eyeliner pencils until she could finally get a grip on her phone.

Before flipping it open, Sarah glanced down at the caller ID. Lucy. At eight in the morning? Now that was a surprise. Like Sarah, her best friend was definitely not a morning person. Never had been. Even back when they were in elementary school, Lucy was the last one to doze off at slumber parties—and, as a result, the most difficult one to wake in the morning.

“What are you doing up so early?” Sarah greeted Lucy as she answered the phone. “Doesn’t getting up before noon break your vampire code?”

“Ha, ha,” Lucy giggled. “Dracula gave me special dispensation today in honor of Tim,” she joked back. “Besides, I want to get first dibs on the good bathing suits at Peebles. The sale starts early. If I get there after nine, there won’t be anything left but those flowered one-pieces with little skirts that my aunt Frieda wears.”

“Oh yeah, Peebles,” Sarah recalled. “I forgot all about the sale.”

“Forgot a sale? That’s so unlike you,” Lucy told her. “But you’re allowed. You do have other things on your mind.”

Sarah sighed. Talk about an understatement.

“Anyway,” Lucy continued, “I hope to be modeling a new suit when Maddy and I meet you guys at the beach later.”

“I’m sure you’ll look fabulous,” Sarah said with just a touch of apathy in her voice. Ordinarily a new bathing suit would be something to celebrate—just like any other bounty from a shopping spree—but today was about Tim leaving, and everything else paled in importance.

“You know, we got really lucky with this weather,” Lucy continued, clearly dodging Sarah’s sarcasm. “It’s supposed to be hot and sunny today—perfect beach weather—but tomorrow…”

“Tomorrow?” Sarah said, her voice fading.

“Tomorrow’s rain. You and I will hit the mall,” Lucy told Sarah firmly. “You’re going to need a little retail therapy.”

“I don’t know,” Sarah replied. “I sort of figured I’d spend tomorrow afternoon alone. Maybe do a few more pages in that precalculus book Mr. Jackson gave me to work on over the summer. I’ve sort of fallen behind, what with all of the graduation parties and stuff Tim and I have been going to. I really need to get going on it because—”

“Sarah, you can’t work all the time,” Lucy interrupted.

“But AP calc is going to be tough,” Sarah insisted. “And I need to be ready.”

“Of course it’s going to be tough,” Lucy agreed. “I don’t know why you’re even taking it. You should just take regular senior math so we can be in the same class.”

“Mr. Jackson said I could handle calc,” Sarah replied, “if I work on my math this summer. Most of the other kids who are taking the class were in honors trig last year. I have to catch up to where they are or I’ll be behind in the class before I even start.”

“So?” Lucy noted. “Just because you can handle calc doesn’t mean you have to.”

“I’ll need it if I want to major in engineering or architecture in college.”

“Sarah, why are we talking about math?” Lucy asked.

Sarah swallowed hard. “Um…I don’t know.” She and Lucy both knew perfectly well that changing the subject to math made all the good-bye-to-Tim stuff seem less overwhelming. Lucy let it slide.

“Well, I wish I could be a fly on the wall to see the expression on those math nerds’ faces when they see the head cheerleader sitting in their AP calc class next year,” Lucy said, and then laughed. “It’s going to blow their minds.”

Sarah giggled in spite of herself. She knew her appearance in that class would definitely be a stereotype breaker. Most kids at school saw her in a one-dimensional way: the peppy blond cheerleader with big blue eyes, and straight, painfully white teeth always displayed in a perma-grin. It was funny that even though she’d known most of those kids all of her life, her placement in the high school hierarchy had somehow made them forget all about the years of braces and retainers it had taken to get those teeth so straight.

Most people never bothered to try to get to know Sarah—the real Sarah. They saw what they wanted to see: Sarah wandering the halls surrounded by the other cheerleaders, like Lucy and Maddy, all of them smiling and laughing and flirting with their boyfriends. It was some plastic, tunnel vision, not at all what Sarah felt like on the inside. After all, how much could you really tell about someone by the color of her hair?

“Someone needs to break down the walls and shake things up at school,” Sarah declared. “Everyone’s so closed-minded there that I get claustrophobic.”

“Ooh, when did you get so deep?” Lucy teased.

Sarah frowned. It amazed her that even Lucy—her very best friend—acted surprised whenever Sarah said something slightly more clever than, say, “This blue eye shadow looks better than the green.” That was why Sarah kept most meaningful things, most of the “deep stuff,” inside. If her opinions seemed so unimportant, then why share? Why share anything at all?

But then again, Tim knew how to share. And listen. Sarah never had to hide any side of herself from Tim. With him, Sarah could talk about anything, from organized religion to which reality TV show was the most real, to how she felt back in second grade when she was teased for those buck teeth and the mouth full of clear braces, back before she was labeled “Perfect: Do Not Disturb.” And Sarah seemed to make more sense around Tim too. He never laughed at or made of fun of her ideas. He didn’t act surprised when Sarah made an interesting observation about politics, or got an A on a big math test. He knew she planned to be an engineer or an architect and he loved her for it, for her intelligence and ambition. There was such an incredible sense of security in knowing that there was someone in her life with whom she could be completely—totally—honest. She would never have to conceal anything from Tim.

“Hello? Are you listening to me?” Lucy yelled.

Sarah realized she’d been spacing. “What did you say?” she asked.

“I said, however much you like math, you can’t spend the whole summer hiding in your room studying.”

“Hey, I’m not planning on hiding—”

“You can’t fool me, Sarah Matthews. I know exactly what you’re doing,” Lucy insisted. “And it won’t work, because sooner or later, you’re going to have to get up, go out, and face the world without Tim.”

“Yeah, well, he’s not gone yet,” Sarah replied, impatient. “I have to go take a shower and get dressed now, okay? See you at the beach later?”

“That’s my girl,” Lucy said. “What time?”

“I don’t know. Call my cell when you leave Peebles and I’ll let you know when Tim and I are able to escape the party at his house.”

“Got it,” Lucy said. “Oh, by the way, Maddy and I ran into Nick O’Shayne at Dairy Queen yesterday. We invited him to the party too.”

“When does he go off to the navy, anyway?” Sarah asked.

“Next month,” Lucy said. “He’s so excited that he got a tattoo of an anchor on his arm.”

“You’re kidding! A tattoo?” Sarah laughed. “Isn’t that a little Popeye the Sailor Man?”

“Oh, he’s totally into being super sailor boy these days,” Lucy said with a giggle. “Which is kind of annoying after a while. But he’s bringing a few of the guys from last year’s varsity wrestling team to the party with him. That should provide us with plenty of eye candy for the afternoon.”

Sarah sighed. Lucy scoping out guys. What a surprise. Ever since she’d been dumped by Marc Bach last February, she’d been single. At first she’d spent the majority of her post-breakup time moping around a lot. For a while she’d even stopped caring about hair, makeup, or clothes, which was, of course, totally un-Lucy. Finally Sarah and Maddy had done a full-scale intervention, spa style. They made a day of it; a facial, mani-pedi, eyebrow tweeze, and thirty-minute Swedish massage had brought the real Lucy back to the surface.

In some ways, though, the makeover worked too well—Lucy’s search for the new man of her dreams knew no limits. And here she was, at it again. Checking out guys counted as a sport for Lucy before, during, and after parties. Maybe she thought one of Nick’s wrestling buds might fit the bill at this bash. Sarah figured that was kind of impossible, considering Lucy had known those guys most of her life and had never clicked with any of them before. But she didn’t tell Lucy what she thought. She played along.

“Ah, wrestlers,” Sarah mused with new comprehension. “Thus the obsession with buying a new bathing suit.”

“Hey, we don’t all have a Tim Frehm in our lives, you know? Besides, there will be other people at the beach, and maybe one of them will look into my eyes and realize that I am exactly what he’s been waiting for all his life.”

“Didn’t we see that movie on Lifetime last week?” Sarah joked.

“You know me, always the romantic.” Lucy laughed. Then she paused for a second, having heard her phone beep. “Ooh, that’ll be Maddy. Catch ya later.”

“Mmm-hmm. Have fun shopping. I’ll call you.”

As she hung up the phone Sarah thought about what Lucy had said. Like it or not, she was going to have to face life without Tim. After all, he was going away tomorrow—no matter how hard she tried to put the thought out of her head. And while he was away, Sarah’s senior year at Central High School would go on without him. Of course, that had always been the case, since Tim was a year older than her. It wouldn’t have mattered whether he’d gone to college or enlisted in the army. Either way, she wasn’t going to be able to ride to school with him in the morning, or accidentally bump into him in the hall between classes. For a while she’d held out hope that Tim would attend a local college. That way, he’d be close by. Closer at least than Fort Jackson, South Carolina—and wherever the army sent him after that, somewhere with an ocean between them, where even the time of day was not the same.

Sarah had spent the past three years with one boy, this boy. How was she supposed to say good-bye to all that?

Sarah smiled as she recalled the exact moment when Tim Frehm had become more than just a goofy, somewhat annoying kid on the school bus. A lot more. It had happened at the homecoming dance her freshman year. She’d been standing awkwardly by the snack table with some friends when Tim walked up to get a drink. Somehow his funny, messy hair looked cute, his arms were bigger—stronger—and she’d noticed how piercing his green eyes were. He’d smiled at her, too, and they’d talked for a few minutes. Sarah couldn’t really recall about what. She just remembered hoping that she wasn’t making a complete idiot out of herself. Of course, that was pre-cheerleading days, back before she’d even gotten her braces off, and before she’d gotten the cute, stylish glasses—not to mention contacts. But it felt like Tim had looked beyond all the surface stuff, and whatever she’d said must not have been too pathetic, because he’d asked her to dance. Her heart had begun to race so fast that he must have heard it beating, and her face had turned bright red. But the half-light at the dance had hidden her blush, and Tim had simply wrapped his arms around her waist, pulled her close, and swayed back and forth. From that moment, there was no place she’d rather be than in his arms.

Throughout the past three years she’d spent lots of time right there, head resting on his broad shoulders, his hands holding her tight, caressing her back gently as they moved to music—or just silence. Every time he held her, she got the same racing heart and burning cheeks that she had during their first dance. And if Tim noticed, he never let on. He simply loved and accepted her as she was, no matter how she acted or what she did.

Although Sarah was alone, she felt her heartbeat pick up just thinking about these moments, these years. The sudden burst of emotion surprised her. Tim hadn’t even left for basic training and already she felt some bizarre mix of pride and pain. Did every soldier’s girlfriend feel this way?

Sarah rolled her eyes. Don’t be such a drama queen, she scolded herself. Sarah knew she had no right to complain about Tim’s decision to enlist. And she’d been behind him every step of the way, encouraging him, even going with him to the recruiter’s office. No one had been prouder than she was when he’d signed that contract with the army. She knew that he was doing something brave and also building a better life for himself. The army would pay for his college and give him opportunities other kids in their town could only dream about.

It wasn’t Sarah’s first experience with a military recruitment office. She’d visited one when her brother, Ronnie, had enlisted in the marines the year before. “I want to be part of something bigger than myself,” Ronnie had explained to their parents on the night he’d decided to join. Sarah remembered that night vividly. The slight gasp from her mother, and the proud look in Dad’s eyes when he realized his son would be following in his footsteps.

Sarah looked over at the map on her closet door. She’d stuck blue pins in all the places Ronnie had visited. There was a group of them in the Middle East, mostly in small towns and villages in Pakistan and Afghanistan. Soon she’d be putting up a second map, one that would help her to keep track of where Tim was. She’d probably use green pins to mark where he was stationed. Bright green—like the color of Tim’s eyes.

Sarah stared at Ronnie’s map, at the names of places she could hardly pronounce: Gardeyz, Ghazni, and Parachinar. Ronnie’s pins were all grouped together, a cluster of blue, like water in the desert. She wondered where the green pins might be stuck—Europe, Asia, or maybe the Middle East, near Ronnie’s blue ones. There was no telling where Tim might be stationed. But wherever it was, he would be experiencing a way of life completely different from anything that Tim or Sarah had ever come in contact with before. Although she knew how much she would miss him, there was something undeniably exciting about it all.

A knock on her open bedroom door shook Sarah from her thoughts. “Are you awake, honey?” her father asked in a drawl both strong and gentle at the same time.

“Mmm-hmm,” Sarah murmured. “Lucy just called.”

“Lucy?” Mr. Matthews asked, surprised. “Since when does she get up this early?” They laughed together. “Then again, knowing her,” he added, “she probably hasn’t even been to sleep yet.”

Sarah nodded with a smile. “Actually, she’s heading off to the summer sale at Peebles.”

“Well, you know me, I think everyone should be an early riser,” her dad continued. “Once a marine…”

“Always a marine,” Sarah said, finishing their standard quote.

“Why is it again that that boyfriend of yours decided to go army instead of to the corps?” Mr. Matthews teased.

“I’ve told you before, Dad—he just looks better in green. Marine dress blues would clash with his eyes.” Sarah laughed. It was her customary answer to their running joke.

“Mom’s downstairs making pancakes for you,” Mr. Matthews informed his daughter. He opened the door all the way and slowly made his way through an obstacle course of shoes, shorts, skirts, jeans, bathing suits, cheerleading pom-poms, and beach-read romance novels strewn across the pale pink carpet on Sarah’s floor. “Interesting interior decorating technique,” he remarked, trying to find a clear piece of carpet to stand on. “What happened to the shelving system I installed for you?”

Sarah grinned. She and her dad loved watching home decorating shows together. Sarah’s mother, Meg, thought the two of them were absolutely nuts with their elaborate ideas about how to make over the house…especially since most of their makeovers never happened. Mom couldn’t think of anything more ridiculous than sitting around watching other people paint walls when she’d been trying to get Sarah’s dad to paint the living room a new color for the past three years. Even forty episodes of Trading Spaces had failed to inspire him. Sarah had to admit that her and her father’s shared obsession with decorating shows was kind of funny—a former marine attentively watching people sew draperies and slipcovers, learning the fine art of flower arranging. What would his old marine buddies say if they knew about that one? Dad defied stereotypes, just like Sarah.

“Come on, shake a leg,” Mr. Matthews said. “Mom’ll be furious if the pancakes get cold.”

“She didn’t have to get up this early to make breakfast,” Sarah said. She could barely recall a time when her mother had cooked any sort of meal, let alone breakfast. Usually the kitchen was Dad’s domain. Mom was far more comfortable running a meeting at the computer company in Chicago where she worked as human resources director.

“You know your mom wasn’t going to let this day pass without seeing you and Tim together for the last time before he ships out,” her dad reminded her. “She figures getting up early will give her a chance to go to church, too, which means she’ll be dragging me along.”

Dad grumbled, but Sarah grinned. Mom always struggled to get her father to church on Sunday. It had been a running battle with them for as long as Sarah could remember—one of those issues where she pulled and he pushed. They had the kind of equal, balanced relationship Sarah wanted for herself.

“I sure hope Tim gets here soon,” Mr. Matthews remarked, glancing at the clock on the nightstand. “I have a big delivery coming to the store today, but I don’t want to have to leave before I get to say good-bye.”

Good-bye. Sarah’s eyes misted over a bit. It was such a simple word, but it made her feel sick inside. If only she could strike it from the language, so she’d never have to use it.

Bill Matthews must have noticed the tears forming in his daughter’s eyes. “Not really good-bye,” he corrected himself, as if reading her mind. “More like, ‘See ya later, soldier.’ That’s what I meant.”

Sarah nodded and swallowed hard. “See ya later,” she repeated. It sounded a little better, but didn’t feel much different inside.

“Anyway, you’d better get moving,” Mr. Matthews continued, changing the subject. “He’ll be here before you know it.”

Sarah checked her reflection in the mirror. What a disaster! Her long hair stuck out on all sides. She’d fallen asleep while reading in bed last night and hadn’t gotten a chance to wash off her makeup. Big black mascara circles formed unflattering rings around her eyes. She looked like the offspring of the Bride of Frankenstein and a raccoon. This was definitely not the picture-perfect image she wanted to leave with Tim. One look at this face and he’d probably run all the way to South Carolina.

“I’m just going to jump in the shower, Dad,” Sarah told her father. “Tell Mom I’ll be down in a minute.”

 

By the time Sarah came downstairs, she looked a lot less raccoon-like and a lot more human—cute, in fact, if she did say so herself. She’d smoothed her hair back into a neat ponytail, pulled on a pretty new yellow sundress over her bikini, put in her contacts, and dabbed pale gloss onto her lips.

“Morning, hon,” Meg Matthews greeted her daughter. “I made breakfast. Can you believe it?” She gestured toward the huge stack of pancakes covered with strawberries and powdered sugar waiting on the table in the corner of the room. It was quite a spread—obviously set up for Tim’s benefit. That was clear from the boysenberry syrup sitting front and center. Sarah wanted to wait until Tim arrived, but she was too hungry. She speared a stack of pancakes with her fork and dragged them onto her plate.

“Hey! Save some for Tim,” Sarah’s dad said.

Sarah smiled sheepishly and took a swig of orange juice. “Of course,” she said, slowing down.

“What are you and Tim going to do today?” Mrs. Matthews asked her daughter as she sat down at the table and took a few pancakes herself.

“First we’re heading over to Tim’s house,” Sarah replied. “Mr. and Mrs. Frehm are having this big going-away thing for him.”

“Sounds like fun,” Mrs. Matthews said. “Is the whole Frehm family going to be there?”

Sarah shrugged. “I guess so. Although there’s no telling if Tim’s grandfather will show up. He’s still having a hard time with the fact that Tim enlisted.”

Mr. Matthews nodded. “A lot of guys who served in Korea and Vietnam feel that way.”

“Why doesn’t his grandfather ever talk about Korea?” Sarah asked. “Tim says he wouldn’t have even known his grandfather had been over there if he hadn’t found his old air force jacket and hat in the attic. I don’t get it. You’d think he’d be proud. I mean, you’re always bragging.” She took another bite and washed it down with some more orange juice.

“It’s hard to say how he might feel,” Mr. Matthews told her. “Everyone who sees combat has a different view of—”

Before he could finish his sentence, the phone rang. “It’s probably Tim,” Sarah said. “Late as usual. Big surprise. Why should today be any different?”

“Hello?” Mrs. Matthews said into the receiver as she picked up the phone. “Yes, this is the Matthews residence.” She listened for a moment to the person on the other end, nodding. But then, with a slight swallow and a deep gasp for air, she turned and grabbed for the nearest chair, falling into it just as her legs buckled beneath her.
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