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AUTHOR’S NOTE








This book’s protagonist, Nathan Hurst, has Tourette’s syndrome and chronic tic disorder. Tourette’s is an inherited neurological disorder characterized by physical and vocal tics. I also have Tourette’s. The symptoms I describe in the book are based on my own.


















Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above…


JAMES 1:17










THEGift








CHRISTMAS 2006








It’s Christmas night. Everyone is asleep in the house but me. From my den window I see it has started snowing, but not in earnest. It seems to me a kind of curtain falling on the day.

There is a tranquillity to the moment that permeates my thoughts. I sit with a pencil and a pad of paper. I am prepared to write a story. This is not a Christmas story. Christmas is nearly over, dying like the fire in my fireplace, sharing the last of its warmth and light. Tomorrow the ornaments and decorations will come down, and we’ll put Christmas away in boxes and bins. But first our family will visit a cemetery only a short drive from our house. I’ll brush the snow from a headstone, then lay a potted poinsettia plant on its marble table. I’ll hold my wife and daughter, and we’ll remember a little boy.

Ours will not be the first footprints in the snow or the first flowers left. There will be two bouquets waiting. They’re there every year.

You might already know some of our story—or think you do. Some of it made the news. But what you heard was just a few bars of a song, and badly played at that. Tonight this weighs heavily on my mind. I believe it’s time the world knew the whole truth, or at least as much as I can give them. So tonight, I begin to record our story for future generations. I know from the outset that many will not believe it. You may not believe it. No matter. I was there. I knew the boy and what he was capable of. And some things are true whether you want to believe them or not.










CHAPTER One






I don’t believe society has ever grown more tolerant. It just changes targets.

NATHAN HURST’S JOURNAL












I was born with Tourette’s syndrome. If you’re like most people, you’re not sure what Tourette’s is but suspect it has something to do with shouting obscenities in public. You’d be about ten percent right.

Tourette’s syndrome is a neurological disorder characterized by repetitive, involuntary movements; things that make “normal” people uncomfortable. Some of us, about ten percent, curse in public. Some of us bark or make other animal noises. I have tics. I’ve had more than twenty different manifestations, from vocal tics like clearing my throat and loud gulping to repeated eye blinking, shrugging, head jerking, and grimacing. My last tic was in my hands, and even though it hurt, I still preferred it to a facial tic, because you can’t hide your face in your pocket.

I also have a compulsion to spit in the face of famous people. I’ve never actually spit in anyone’s face, probably because I don’t know anyone famous, but the impulse is there. I once saw Tony Danza at a Park City restaurant, and I put my hand over my mouth, just to be safe.

The most peculiar of my symptoms is my need to touch sharp objects. If you were to go through my pockets you would find dollar bills folded into sharp corners. There’s linen in paper money, which gives it an especially sharp corner. But anything sharp brings me comfort. On my desk at work there are always a dozen or more highly sharpened pencils.

People sometimes ask if my tics are painful. I invite them to try this experiment: blink sixty times in one minute and see how your eyes feel. Now do that for sixteen hours straight. I remember, as a boy, holding my face at night because I couldn’t stop it from moving, and it hurt.

But more painful than the physical hurts were the social ones, like sitting alone in the school cafeteria, because no one wants to sit by someone making funny noises. The panicked look on a girl’s face when your own face is doing gymnastics as you ask her out. (Tics are usually exacerbated by anxiety, and if asking a girl out doesn’t make you anxious, what does?) Or being surrounded by every kid at summer camp, because they want to see what the freak will do next. There’s a reason I learned to keep to myself.

Not surprisingly, I read a lot. Books are the most tolerant of friends. There were great books back then. Old Yeller, Andy Buckram’s Tin Men, Where the Red Fern Grows, The Flying Hockey Stick. But my greatest love was comic books. Not the kiddie rags like Archie and Jughead, but the Marvel ones, whose heroes had muscles on muscles, bulging through skin-tight costumes. Characters like Spiderman, Captain America, Ironman, and the Incredible Hulk. I would read my magazines before and after school and long into the night, falling asleep with the lights on. I was always dreaming of being someone special: able to walk through walls (or knock someone through one), to fly, to burst into flames, or to wrap myself in a force field—safe from whatever the bad guys could throw at me. Tellingly, the power I wanted most of all was to be invisible.

In a way I got my wish when I was eight years old. I became invisible. Not to everyone. Just to those who mattered.



Tourette’s wasn’t the worst part of my childhood. Five weeks after my eighth birthday, on Christmas Day, a tragedy destroyed my family. Ten months later my parents filed for divorce. But it was never finalized. My father took his life on December twenty-fifth, one year to the day tragedy struck.

My mother was never well after that, physically or emotionally. She spent most of her time in bed. She never again hugged or kissed me. This was about the time my tics began.

The month I turned sixteen, I moved out. I dropped out of school, piled everything I owned in the back of a Ford Pinto, and drove to Utah to live with a former schoolmate. I never even told my mother I was leaving. There was no reason to. I was rarely home, and we never spoke when I was.

You might assume that I was the victim of whatever bad thing happened. But you’d be wrong. It was something that I did. I suppose that’s why I don’t really blame my mother for how she treated me. Or my father for taking the back door out of life. It was my fault my life was such a mess. And Christmas was just another day on the calendar. I never believed it could be otherwise until I met Addison, Elizabeth, and Collin.



The Bible says that God has chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things which are mighty. My story is about one of God’s weak things. His name is Collin, a frail, beautiful little boy with a very special gift.









CHAPTER Two


Last night I had a peculiar dream. I was wandering at night through a desolate wilderness of dead timber and swamp. In the darkness I heard the grunts and growls of fierce things. And in the distance I heard the cry of a child, and this frightened me too. Suddenly, a woman’s hand took mine. Even though it was smaller than mine and very soft, I was no longer afraid of what I could not see. There were no words in this realm, but we could fully understand each other’s thoughts. “It’s okay, Nathan,” came the words, “I’m here.” The woman’s face was obscured by darkness, and I asked when I would see her. “Soon,” came the reply, “When he will save you.” Then she vanished. “Who will save me?”

I asked in my thoughts, “Who is ‘he’?” She didn’t reply. As feelings of abandonment grew, I resorted to voice. “But I didn’t see your face. How will I know it’s you?” My words only echoed in the void. Then the peaceful, small voice returned. “You’ll know my son.” And then I saw him. He was bald, and my first, unchecked thought was that he looked like a Buddhist monk. His face was pale with gentle, almost feminine features. But most memorable were his piercing, clear eyes. Before he vanished, a thought came to my mind. “There’s no hurt so great that love can’t heal it.”

I wondered if that was true.

NATHAN HURST’S JOURNAL






NOVEMBER 15, 2002

My story began about a week before Thanksgiving. I had a fierce case of bronchitis—the kind that makes you feel like you are going to cough up your lungs. My job requires that I travel a lot, and the holidays are my busiest time of the year. So I procrastinated about seeing a doctor as I hopped around the country, downing honey-lemon cough drops by the bag.

I have an unusual job. In the age of the Internet, I am Big Brother. I work as an in-house detective for the MusicWorld chain. It’s my job to keep our employees from stealing from us—or at least from getting away with it. I sit in a small, windowless office in Salt Lake City watching transactions from our 326 stores all around the country. You would be amazed at what I can deduce from my screen, watching unseen. Invisible. I know a hundred ways to steal from our stores, and every week some fool somewhere tries one of them, thinking he’s the first guy to try it.

My job is like fishing. (Back at the home office, we call suspects “fish.”) I troll for a while until I hook something. Then I play with them on the line until I have enough evidence to fly out and have them arrested. The routine’s pretty much always the same. I arrive, unexpected, at the store with a police officer in tow. We confront the employee and take them to a back room where we spend an emotionally charged hour or more interrogating them.

I’ve come across all kinds of thieves, from Goths and high school dropouts to honor students and Eagle Scouts, even a gray-haired grandma in Akron who looked like Mrs. Santa Claus.

I’m no sympathizer with thieves, but sometimes I feel bad for them for succumbing to a momentary lapse of judgment or, at least, of conscience. Oftentimes they have bigger problems, an addiction or a bad debt. Most disturbing are the sociopaths, unencumbered by conscience or guilt, just taking what they feel entitled to. These people feel no remorse—only rage at me for getting in their way. In fact, they usually blame me for their problems. In their twisted sense of reality, things were going pretty well until I showed up.

After four years of doing this, I’ve developed a very effective system of interrogation. I don’t say much. The less the better. I let the accused in on a few details of their crimes, the ones I know about, and hint that I know more. Then I sit with a pad of paper quietly taking notes, letting them do as much talking as possible, mercifully giving them a chance to fully confess and find some leniency from us and the courts. The truth is mercy has less to do with this than practicality. I don’t always catch everything they’ve stolen; and they don’t know what I know or, more importantly, what I don’t. I once had a woman confess to nearly twenty thousand dollars of theft I’d missed.

When we’re done with our conversation, the police handcuff and frisk them. Then we walk them out in full view of the other employees to a waiting police car. The “walk of shame,” we call it. Not surprisingly, internal theft goes way down in any store I visit. I save my company more than a million dollars a year, and that’s just the merchandise we recover. Like I said, I have an unusual job.

The holiday season is not just a time for giving; it’s also the worst time for employee pilfering. It was Thursday, a week before Thanksgiving, when I made a quick trip to Boston, where two temporary holiday employees, fraternity boys, were stealing guitars and having their “brothers” return them for cash. They were pocketing over three thousand dollars a day and saving the money for an “unforgettable” (their word, not mine) New Year’s Eve frat party. I think they got their wish. I’m sure they’ll never forget the New Year’s they spent in jail. My next stop was Philadelphia.

The thief I’d apprehended was named Jenifer—one “n”—a twenty-five-year-old woman who had stolen almost six thousand dollars of merchandise.

Sitting in the back room of the store with us was a police officer, the store manager, and his assistant. The store manager was older than most I’d encountered over the years, a Woodstock throwback with his long, silver hair twisted in a Jerry Garcia ponytail. The assistant manager was much younger, in his early twenties, and as tightly wound as a violin string. He glared fiercely at the young woman, and I could imagine him in a darkened room alone with the suspect, a bright light glaring in her face as he smacked the table with a truncheon, demanding her confession.

The young woman didn’t make eye contact with any of us but sat with her head down, shaking with fear.

Personally, I felt like death. I had a fever and chills, and had just come from the bathroom where a coughing spell had nearly dropped me to my knees. If I hadn’t already brought in the police, I would likely have just skipped the interrogation and found an urgent care clinic instead. After ten minutes of a mostly one-way interrogation, the young woman glanced up at me and asked softly, “Can I talk to you alone?”

This was a violation of company policy, as well as common sense. Being alone with a suspect invites bribes, threats, and accusations. I had nothing to gain, everything to lose. Still, I considered. I had conducted more than two hundred interrogations, and this one felt different. Something was missing from her story. After a moment, I nodded to the other men, and, though they were clearly miffed, they left the room. When the door was shut, she looked up at me, her chin quivering, her eyes red with tears.

I brought out my Dictaphone and turned it on. “I’m recording everything you say, so I advise you to not try to bribe or threaten me.”

She shook her head. “That’s not why…”

“What do you want to say?” I asked.

“I stole.”

“We’ve established that.”

She looked back down. “I’ve never stolen before. I’m just trying to leave my husband.” Then she brushed the hair back from her ear, exposing a large black and purple bruise. “He takes my paychecks, and I thought if I could get a little money on the side…” She struggled to regain her composure. “I couldn’t do it. I brought everything back, but then I didn’t know how to sneak it back in the store without getting caught and losing my job. Is there a way you can punish me without anyone finding out?”

“You mean your husband.” I could see the terror that word evoked.

“I don’t know what he’ll do to me…and my little girls…”

It was then I realized that she wasn’t afraid of me or the police or even jail. She was afraid of him.

I just looked at her, unsure of what to do. There was no doubt in my mind that she believed she was in danger. This was uncharted territory for me.

I burst out in another fit of coughing. When I recovered, the only sound was her sobbing. She covered her face with her hands.

“You brought everything back?”

“It’s still in the trunk of my car.”

“Everything is in your trunk?”

She nodded again.

After another few moments, I asked, “Where’s your car?”

“It’s out back. It’s a white Corona.”

“Give me your keys.”

She surrendered a large key ring attached to a small, egg-shaped acrylic frame with a picture of two smiling little girls.

“Come on,” I said.

Together, we walked out of the room and past the men on our way out to the parking lot. They curiously watched us leave, and the assistant manager walked us to the door as if anticipating our escape.

The car was a wreck. The windshield was cracked, the back panels were rusted out, and the vinyl seats inside were mostly shredded, exposing springs and foam rubber. I opened the trunk.

Everything was there, price tags and brochures still attached. I leaned against the car and coughed. “Help me carry this stuff inside,” I said.

I took the amplifier, while she carried the two guitars. We returned to the back room and set everything down in the corner. Then we sat back down. She looked at me expectantly. Just then the manager returned with his assistant and the police officer. She immediately tensed up.

“So, what’s up?” the assistant asked tersely, angry that he’d been asked to leave.

“I think we should let this one go,” I said. “She was just borrowing everything for a party. She brought it all back. It’s all there, and nothing’s damaged.”

The cop and the assistant looked at me as if I had lost my mind.

I turned to the store manager. “It was dumb, but she wasn’t stealing. At least, that wasn’t her intent. I recommend that you charge her a rental fee and put her on probation.”

The assistant manager came unglued. “You believe her? Just look at her. You can tell she’s lying! Send her to jail.”

The manager ignored the outburst. He asked the woman, “Is that true? You were just borrowing everything?”

She didn’t look at him, but nodded.

The assistant groaned. “This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. She’s a thief.” He turned to me. “What did she say after we left? What did she offer you?”

I covered my mouth and coughed again, then turned my pad of paper to a blank sheet and began writing. When I was finished, I tore the sheet out and handed it to the assistant manager. He took the paper and, as he read it, his expression changed. He furtively glanced at me then stood and left the room.

I turned to the store manager. “It’s your call.”

As he looked at the woman, I saw in his eyes the kind of compassion that comes from being knocked around by life a time or two. “I never thought Jen did it in the first place,” he said quietly. He stood, picked up the guitars by their necks and turned back to the woman. “Put the amplifier back and go to your counter. We’ve got a lot of work to do.” He said to me, “You should see someone about that cough.”

He walked out of the room. The officer looked at me. “I guess we’re done.” He shook his head as he stood and walked out, leaving just the two of us.

After a moment the young woman said softly, “Thank you.”

“I’m going to have to report the abuse.”

“I understand.”

“Get away from him. Take your girls and go to a woman’s shelter if you have to.” I stood. “And don’t steal anymore.”

“Sir?”

“Yes?”

“What did you write that made him go?”

I smiled a little. “You’re not the only one in this store I’ve had my eye on.”









CHAPTER Three


“Oh, the weather outside is frightful,

Now I’m stuck in the Denver terminal,

And they say there’s no planes to go,

There is snow, too much snow, stop the snow.”

(I think I’m losing my mind.)

NATHAN HURST’S JOURNAL






It was my birthday. Not that that meant anything more than a quick mental acknowledgment. At the end of the day I would mark it off my calendar like any other. I had a two-hour layover in Denver on my way back home to Salt Lake City. Breathing the stale, recycled air of the plane intensified my cough, and I wanted nothing more than to be home in bed or breathing in the steam of a hot shower. Unfortunately, the weather had other plans.

It had already been snowing for more than six hours, but the real front came in on our tail. From my window seat, Denver looked as white as a wedding cake.

A few moments after we landed, I turned on my cell phone. My office assistant, Miche, had left me a voice mail informing me that in the event the airport closed, she had reserved me a room in the airport hotel. She had booked the presidential suite, as it was the last room available. “I had to get it cleared from accounting,” she said brightly and I detected a slight gloat. I could imagine her battle with the pencil warriors in accounting. “They said not to get used to it. I hope you’re feeling a little better. I scheduled a doctor’s appointment for you at the Midvalley Clinic for tomorrow. So get some rest. And by the way, happy birthday, boss.”

Love that woman. I tucked the phone into my jacket pocket. Our plane docked; I grabbed my briefcase, then filed out the jetway with the rest of the passengers.

The terminal was teeming with stranded travelers. People filled the seats, overflowed onto the carpet, and spilled over onto the tile floors along the sides of the terminal like campers lining the road the night before a parade. Thank goodness for Miche, I thought. I passed a candy store and made a mental note to pick her up some chocolates.

Christmas music was playing, and the refrain “Let it snow, let it snow, let it snow” reverberated throughout the terminal. The corridor was bright, the windows pelted with a snowfall that showed no sign of faltering. I glanced up at the airport departure display. The word CANCELLED filled every time slot. It was clear that we were going to be here a while.

The small fast food joints weren’t prepared to feed the masses, and many of them had already closed, their metal security grilles pulled down, their employees huddled inside like convicts. Even the sundry shops with their candy and nuts were picked clean of merchandise like a Florida supermarket in hurricane season. I crossed the terminal and joined a long line outside the Delta help counter.

That’s where I met Addison.

She was pretty—not in a magazine cover way, but, to my way of thinking, even better. She was comfortable. She looked a few years younger than me, and almost a head shorter with long, cappuccino-colored hair that turned up on her shoulders. She had several bags draped over her shoulders and a black roller bag at her feet.

Her little girl—the only one around us who still showed signs of life—was jumping between the lines on alternating feet, playing hopscotch on an imaginary turf, when she accidentally fell into the businessman ahead of her mother. In the chaos of the moment, tempers were short and the man, finding someone on whom to vent his frustration, wheeled about, his face red, a vein bulging from his neck. He was an egg of a man, dressed in a vested, pinstriped suit.

“Watch it!” he shouted.

The woman grabbed her daughter by the shoulders and pulled her close. “I’m sorry.”

Pretty much everyone in line looked to see what had provoked the outburst.

“Control your child!”

The woman flushed. “I’m really sorry. She’s just been cooped up all day.”

“Then leave her home if she can’t behave.”

That’s when I noticed the boy clinging to her arm. He was small, likely eight or nine years old and he was remarkably thin and frail looking. He wore a Utah Jazz cap, but there was no hair beneath it, not even eyebrows or eyelashes. A surgeon’s mask covered his nose and mouth. Letting go of his mother’s hand, he clenched his fists and faced the man.

“Don’t talk to my mother like that!”

The man pushed a finger at the little boy. “You watch your mouth, you runt…”

Something inside me snapped. Before I knew it, I had stepped toward the man. “What’s the matter with you? A little girl bumps into you and you lose your mind? She said she was sorry. Now turn around and leave them alone.”

There were snickers all around us, and I heard an echo of people repeating to others what I had said. The man was caught squarely between his fear of me and public humiliation. I’m six foot one, with a forty-two-inch chest. One of my hobbies is weightlifting, so I can look pretty menacing when I want. I probably looked like a madman, my face and hands twitching and sweat running down my face from my fever. The businessman was at least four inches shorter than me, and about as muscular as a strand of kelp.

Cowardice won out. He turned around, cautiously grumbling to himself.

The woman glanced furtively at me, but didn’t speak. She seemed as embarrassed by my intrusion as she was by the man’s outburst. She pulled her daughter into her. “No more running around,” she said.

“But I’m bored.”

“I know, honey. It will just be a few more minutes.”

The little boy turned and looked at me, and for a moment I thought I knew him from somewhere. I turned away as another coughing spasm took over me.

It was another half hour before she reached the gate agent, a stout, surly Arabic man who impatiently took her ticket.

“I was on flight 2274 to Salt Lake,” she said.

“It’s been cancelled,” he replied curtly.

She ignored his statement of the obvious. “Do you know when we’ll be able to fly out?”

He looked at her ticket and shook his head. “You’re flying standby? From the look of things, I’d say sometime next spring.”

She sighed audibly.

“Mommy, I’m hungry,” the girl said.

“When we’re done, we’ll find something.” She turned back to the man. “Do you give out hotel vouchers?”

“Vouchers?”

“For free hotel rooms.”

“That’s only if the cancellation is the airline’s fault, not for acts of God.”

“Do you have some kind of a hotel discount?”

“No. But it wouldn’t matter if we did—the roads out of the airport are closed. And it would be a miracle if there were a room left at the airport hotel. You’ll just have to camp out like everyone else.”

I could see the distress on her face. She gently rubbed the back of her son’s head. “Thank you,” she said softly. “Come on, kids.”

The man turned his attention to me, extending his hand for my ticket. “Next.”

I watched as the little family walked away.

“Next.”

I stepped forward and handed him my ticket. “I was on that same flight to Salt Lake,” I said. “I just wanted to make sure I’m rebooked on the first flight out.”

He examined my pass. “You’re first class and platinum medallion. You’ll be taken care of.”

“Where’s the hotel?”

“Up near gate C23.”

“Thank you.”

I lifted my bag and walked back to the candy store, Rocky Mountain Chocolates. They were nearly sold out. I bought a huge box of hand-dipped chocolates for Miche. I knew she would give me obligatory grief about the size of the gift, as she’d been trying to lose five pounds for the last six months.

My coughing must have been pretty intense, because the woman at the counter put a napkin over her mouth. She also had me run my credit card through the machine myself so she wouldn’t have to touch it.

I stored the candy in my briefcase, then made my way down the corridor, toward the hotel. I again saw the woman and her children. She had stacked her things against a wall, and the three of them sat on the tile floor. Her daughter’s head lay in her lap and her son leaned into her. The girl was eating a strand of red licorice, her mother was knitting. The sight of them huddled together reminded me of a breathing version of Dorothy Lange’s “Migrant Mother,” though not so pathetic. I stopped a few yards in front of her.

“You okay?” I asked.

She looked up at me and set down her needles. She had amazingly beautiful eyes, deep and almond-shaped. “Yes. Thank you.”

“I didn’t mean to embarrass you. That guy was out of control.”

“He was just frustrated,” she said. “Just like the rest of us. But thank you.”

I took a step toward her. “I’m Nate Hurst.”

“I’m Addison Park.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Addison. This might sound a little forward, but I couldn’t help overhearing you…I have a room reserved at the airport hotel. Actually, it’s a suite, so there are two rooms. You and your children are welcome to take one of them.”

I couldn’t quite read her expression. I guessed she was contemplating what I would expect in return.

“Thank you. But we’re okay.” It was an obvious fib, told in the same tone of a child reluctantly refusing candy offered by a stranger.

“I know it doesn’t help to say I’m not a weirdo or a serial killer, because that’s probably what a weirdo or serial killer would say…but I’m not. And you’ve got kids. You all look pretty tired.”

She brushed a strand of hair back from her face. Her voice softened. “We’ve been traveling for days, and my son isn’t well. He’s just been through chemo, and his immune system isn’t strong.”

I wondered what would get her on a plane with a child in this state. “And here I am coughing all over,” I said. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll just give you the whole suite. I can camp out in the Crown Room.” A look of wonder crossed her face. I guessed she couldn’t believe I’d just offered her my room. I suppose I couldn’t either. “Come on,” I said. “This is no place for kids. Another hour and they’ll probably start eating each other.”

She laughed, and in spite of her obvious distress her laughter was warm and sweet. Her expression relaxed. “Thank you. That’s very kind of you.”

I burst out in a fit of coughing. “Let’s go. I’ll get you checked in.”

She gently lifted her daughter’s head. “C’mon, honey.

We’re going to a hotel.”

The little girl looked at me curiously. “Why does his eye blink like that?” she asked. “It’s like a horse.”

Addison blushed. “Lizzy, don’t be rude.”

“I have Tourette’s syndrome,” I said. “It makes my eye do funny things.”

“Can’t you stop it?”

“Sometimes. But it’s like holding your breath. You can do it for awhile, but eventually you’ll have to breathe.”

“Does it make you cough too?” the boy asked.

“No, that would be something else.”

Addison stepped close to me. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

I grabbed her bag. Addison took her children’s hands.

“My name is Elizabeth,” the girl said. “But my mom calls me Lizzy. That’s short for Elizabeth. This is my brother, Collin.”

“My name is Nate. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Pleased to meet you, sir,” Collin said.

I liked the kid. Actually, I’d liked him since the moment he stood up for his mother.

“I’m pleased to meet you too,” I said, extending my hand. He didn’t reciprocate.

“I’m not supposed to shake hands.”

“Sorry.”

“Are you married?” the little girl asked.

Addison shot her a disapproving glance.

“My daddy left. He’s a crumb.”

“That’s enough, Elizabeth,” Addison said, flushing slightly as she turned to me. “I’m so sorry. I’m afraid you’re going to regret your offer. I’m sure you already do.”

I just smiled.

We walked the short distance to the hotel, and I got in the long line at the registration counter. It took nearly forty-five minutes to check in. Addison was knitting again when I brought her the key to the room.

“Sorry that took so long. Let me help you with your bags.”

“You don’t need to. We’ve wasted enough of your time.”

“I’ve got nothing but time.”

We took the elevator to the seventh floor, then walked down to the end of the corridor to the suite. I opened the door, then stood back and let them enter.

“Oh, my.” Addison said, as she walked into the room.

“This is bigger than our house,” Elizabeth shouted, circling the room with her arms open wide.

“It’s the presidential suite,” I said, and was seized with a burst of coughing.

“You must be someone really important,” Collin said.

“No. It was just the last room they had.”

I stepped inside after them but stayed just a few feet from the door, like a porter.

Addison turned and looked at me. “You don’t know how much I appreciate this. We’ve been almost three days trying to get home. A friend of mine works for Delta and gave us buddy passes. We keep getting bumped.”

“Your friend should have known better than to let you fly standby the week of Thanksgiving.”

“She warned me. I just didn’t have much of a choice.” Addison suddenly glanced at her watch. “Oh, no. I forgot to change my watch. Collin, you need your medicine, pronto.” She unzipped the largest of her bags and brought out two plastic pill bottles. She spilled a pill from each container into the palm of her hand then filled a glass of water from the sink. She gave the glass and the pills to Collin. “There you go.”

“Thank you.”

“Look, candy!” Elizabeth shouted. She ran to the dining table, where there was a plate of strawberries dipped in white and dark chocolate.

“Liz, that’s not yours,” Addison said.

She lifted a card from the table. “‘Happy Birthday’? Whose birthday is it anyway?”
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