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This book is dedicated to the memory of Kaitlyn Arquette, September 18, 1970-July 17, 1989—a flower whose season was all too brief—and to her family, who will treasure her memory forever.

•   •   •

I would like to express my thanks to Erlanger Medical Center, Chattanooga, Tennessee, and to Dr. Reggie McLelland of Covenant College.

•   •   •

To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven: A time to be born, and a time to die …                                   —ECCLESIASTES 3:1–2 (KJV)




Chapter One
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“Where’s Amy?”

“Late. As usual.” Erin Bennett didn’t even try to hide her annoyance.

Her best friend, Shara Perez, heaved a sigh and sprawled across a bench in the deserted studio. “Honestly, Erin, your sister’s gonna be late to her own funeral.”

“Not so,” Erin muttered, adjusting her leotard and stretching her right leg over her head. “I’ll be in charge of taking her to her funeral, so I know she’ll be on time for that.”

Shara giggled. “Now what do you suppose Freud would say about that? Maybe you really wish you were an only child, like me.”

Erin rolled her eyes, hating to admit that she’d often wished that very thing. And with only fifteen months between her and her sister, Erin realized that she’d never had the luxury of being the one-and-only. “I just think Amy’s being a pain,” she said. “She knows how much this dance number means to me.”

“Come on, Erin. You know Amy’s not like that. She never forgets anything on purpose.”

Erin began to pirouette across the polished dance floor in wide, sweeping circles. She forced herself to concentrate on her form instead of her anger toward her kid sister. She’d have thought that being a sophomore at Briarwood School for Young Women this year would have matured Amy. Instead, Erin found herself constantly making excuses for her, covering for her tardiness and irresponsible attitude. It was embarrassing, but Erin couldn’t seem to stop. Amy always managed to rope her in and get her own way, while still being sweet, outgoing, and likable.

As a junior and the president of the Terpsicord Dance Troupe at Briarwood, Erin felt she had a reputation to maintain among her peers. Amy’s lack of seriousness really annoyed her, but she didn’t know what to do about it.

The door to the dance studio flew open. “Am I late?” Amy called as she skidded across the oak floor.

Erin stopped spinning, caught her breath, and walked over to where Amy stood, all big blue-eyed innocence. “Three-fifteen, Amy. I said ‘Be here by three-fifteen because we have to knock off by four today.’ Shara made it on time. I made it on time. But you? Well, as usual we’re both standing around waiting for Amy. And you’re so late that we’re not going to get any serious rehearsing done today. The recital’s in March—only four weeks from now.” Erin knew she was wasting valuable time, but she was determined not to let Amy off too easily.

“Only four weeks? Yikes! Time’s slipping by all right, but just wait till you see what I’ve got.”

“This had better be good, Amy. Ms. Thornton is counting on the three of us to make this number the high point of the show. I’m beginning to wish I’d never asked you to do the dramatic readings.”

“Oh, come on. When I’m a famous actress, you’ll look back on this and laugh. Here, take a look at this.” She handed Erin a large leather-bound book. “Won’t it be perfect on the podium for me to read from? I won’t have to use that dorky library book. I can just tuck copies of the readings inside. It’ll look so much more elegant, don’t you think?”

Erin eyed the old leather-embossed volume, struggling inwardly to stay angry. She had to admit that Amy was right. The book would be so much nicer and would really contribute to the overall effect. “Where’d you get it?”

“It’s Travis’s grandmother’s.”

Travis. The name alone made Erin’s pulse skip a beat. “Did he loan it to you just for the recital?” She stroked the rich leather cover imagining that Travis had held it.

“Sure.”

Erin felt her resolve weakening. Her sister was irrepressible, and no one could stay mad at her for long. That’s probably why she attracted friends so easily—as well as the undivided attention of Berkshire Prep’s cutest senior, Travis Sinclair.

“It’s a nice touch,” Erin admitted. Amy grinned and bobbed on the balls of her feet. “But I really need you to be on time,” she added sternly, not wanting Amy to think she was off the hook entirely.

“So what are we waiting for? Let’s get started.”

Erin signaled Shara, who started the music on a cassette player and began to sing. Soon she was immersed in the dance, and once she was lost in her art, nothing else existed. Not even her aggravation with Amy.

“Erin! Come help me get dinner on the table,” Mrs. Bennett called.

Erin wandered into the kitchen. “I thought it was Amy’s turn to help with dinner tonight,” she said. “Where is Amy, anyway?”

“She’s working on a history paper that’s due tomorrow, and I’m running behind.” Her mother rattled pots and pans. “Honestly, I don’t know why I ever thought owning my own boutique was a good idea. Customers are so scarce that I should just shut down the place until spring comes.”

“Doing a paper! What about my homework?”

“Your father and I have the faculty party tonight at Briarwood. I didn’t think I’d ever get out of the store. Thank goodness Inez could stay until nine and close the place up.” She paused from her task of measuring water for rice and pinned Erin with a glance. “You are working this Saturday, aren’t you? I’m counting on you to hold the fort all day since neither Inez nor I can come in.”

Erin almost exploded. “But it’s Amy’s turn to work. I promised Ms. Thornton I’d help the freshmen dancers for the Terpsicord recital. And speaking of the dance recital, Amy was late again today for our rehearsal. We’re never going to get it together for the show if she can’t show up on time for practices.”

“You’ve got plenty of time before the show,” Mrs. Bennett said. “Besides, I think I gave Amy permission to go do something with the Drama Club on Saturday. Some car wash, I think.”

“But it’s her turn to work! Just like it’s her turn to do dinner.”

“Amy’s filled in for you plenty of times, Erin. All last week in fact, while you took those extra dance classes.”

“But I traded with her two weeks ago so that I’d have last week free.”

“Erin, I really don’t have time to quibble over how you and Amy keep scorecards over chores. I need help now. You know how your father hates to be late. And don’t forget, if he wasn’t on the faculty at Briar-wood, we’d never be able to afford to send you girls there.”

Erin held her breath and counted to ten. She didn’t have to be reminded that she wasn’t in the same league as the rest of the school body, which included Tampa’s richest and most socially elite families. Nor was it easy having her sister and father at the same school with her. Erin was grateful that he taught computer science, which wasn’t a part of her liberal-arts curriculum, so their paths had never crossed in the classroom. Perhaps that was another reason why Amy irked her. It never seemed to bother her that they were different from the other girls.

“Erin?” Mrs. Bennett said. “Are you going to stand there staring into space all evening?”

Erin started. “All right, I’ll help tonight,” she grumbled. “But it really is Amy’s turn, and I swear this is the last time I get roped into doing her chores. You let Amy get away with murder.”

“Don’t be so dramatic.” Mrs. Bennett paused from chopping vegetables. “You know how it is with Amy. Sometimes it seems as if we let her get away with too much; but Erin, you’ve always been the dependable one. I can always count on you.”

“Thanks,” Erin muttered, not feeling at all as if she’d been complimented.

Later, sitting at the dinner table, Amy entertained them all with stories about her day at school, and Erin found it impossible to stay mad. Amy did have a dramatic streak, and she smiled at Amy’s accurate imitation of Miss Hutton’s high-pitched nasal voice. “ ‘Miss Bennett,’ ” Amy mimicked, telling a story on herself. “ ‘If we are going to read Edna St. Vincent Millay aloud, it would behoove us to have read her poetry silently first, now wouldn’t it?’ ”

Mr. Bennett chuckled deeply. “That’s exactly how she sounds at faculty meetings too.”

“You two are awful,” Mrs. Bennett said. “She’s just a lonely woman whose whole life is wrapped up in that school and you kids.”

“She does donate a lot of her time to charity work,” Amy said. “And I’m not knocking her; I just think she’s funny.”

Erin half listened to the rest of the dinner conversation. She wished she could make her parents laugh the way Amy could. Why couldn’t she be less serious about school, her dancing, her whole life? Why did she always feel so out of sync? She looked across the table at Amy. How could two such different people come from the same family? How could two such different individuals coexist in the same house until the day Erin would leave for college?

Erin began to count the days until she would be on her own and free of her pain-in-the-neck, easygoing sister, Amy.


Chapter Two
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Later, when their parents had gone out and Erin was alone in her bedroom doing homework, Amy knocked on her door. “I’m busy,” Erin announced.

“But I’m lonely.”

“How can you be lonely with your radio going full blast? And didn’t you just get off the phone?”

Amy cracked open the door and poked her head inside. “I had to tell Travis you were driving me in tomorrow for that—ugh—seven A.M. rehearsal.”

“Dont you dare complain! If you were on time for afternoon rehearsals, this one wouldn’t be necessary.”

Amy stepped into Erin’s room. “Don’t gripe at me.”

“Do you know I work out every morning before school starts?” Erin put her hands on her hips and stood in Amy’s path. “Just think, I’ve stretched and danced for an hour before you even get to your homeroom.”

“That’s why you’re a dancer and I’m into acting. Plays happen at night. Then you go home and sleep until noon.”

Erin felt exasperated enough to shake Amy. “You’re impossible. Now would you please leave? Unlike some people, I didn’t get my work done earlier.”

“Are you still mad about that?”

“And about working at the boutique Saturday—”

“Half a day,” Amy interrupted. “That’s all I’m asking, just one teensy, weensy half a day. The afternoon half. I’ll do the morning because I know you’re supposed to help Ms. Thornton—”

“No way,” Erin was adamant.

Amy dropped dramatically to her knees and clasped her hands. “Oh please, please? I’ll be your best friend.”

Erin stepped around her, out the door, and headed down the hall. “Buzz off. I won’t do it.”

Amy started after her on her knees, her arms pumping at her sides. Erin refused to watch, because Amy looked so ridiculous, she was afraid shed laugh and give in to her. “I mean it, Amy, leave me alone.” Erin ducked inside Amy’s bedroom to escape and stopped short.

Amy almost rammed into the back of her. “What’s the matter?”

“Good grief, Amy. It looks like a survival camp in here.” Erin stared in dismay at the upheaval. The bed was unmade, clothes hung from chairs and half-open drawers, even the bedside lamp. Papers and books were scattered about the floor.

“My goodness,” Amy said mildly. “Maybe thieves broke in.”

“How can you live like this?”

Amy flounced on her bed, sending pillows and clothes flying. “One of us is neat and orderly, and one of us isn’t.” She smiled innocently.

“It’s nothing to brag about, you know.”

Amy jumped off the bed and hauled Erin next to her in front of the mirror. “Look at us, Erin. You’re tall, blond, and graceful, and I’m—well—short, round, and fully packed.” She patted her hips.

Erin tried not to smile. “What’s your point?”

“We’re different, that’s all. You got the looks, talent, and brains, and I got”—Amy tousled her shoulder-length curly dark hair—“dandruff.”

Against her will Erin laughed. “All right, you win. You sure can wear a person down, Amy. I’ll go in for you on Saturday. But this is positively, absolutely the last time I bail you out because you’ve overcommitted.”

Amy smiled broadly and gave Erin a quick hug. Then she took a frizzy red clown’s wig off her dresser and put it on her head. On her nose she stuck a fat, round red bulb. “What do you think?”

“You look like Bozo.”

“Good. I told Miss Hutton I’d do a gig for the Children’s Home at Easter.”

“I thought you didn’t like her.”

“She’s okay, but don’t tell anybody I said so. I like doing crazy things like this and making people laugh. I know it’s silly, and it’s not half as important as your dancing, but it’s me.”

“Amy, my dancing is no more important than your acting. You’ll be a great actress someday—if you ever get serious about life.”

Amy gasped in horror. “Oh, I hope I never get serious. What would people think?”

“I’ve got to get back to my homework,” Erin said, shaking her head in exasperation.

“Wait a minute.” Still wearing the wig and nose, Amy dashed to her desk and picked up a packet of snapshots. “Did I show you these yet? They’re the photos Travis and I took on Christmas Day at his house.”

Erin tried to keep her expression blank as she sorted through them, but in truth she was tied in knots. Why did she have to be so attracted to him?

Amy leaned over her elbow. “That’s the one of him kissing me under the mistletoe. His little brother took it, and I thought Travis was going to kill him.”

Erin’s heart ached, and she quickly handed the photos back to Amy. “They’re nice.”

“I don’t know why Travis is interested in me,” Amy mused. “I mean he’s only the hottest thing at Berkshire Prep. I think every girl at Briarwood is in love with him.”

“Not everyone,” Erin said, looking away as she said it.

“Well, of course I didn’t mean you. But a lot of them are. Cindy Pitzer for instance.” Amy made a face. “She’s been telling people she really likes him and that she’s going after him.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Erin said. “You’re the one he’s dating.”

“True,” Amy said with a bright smile. She tossed the photos onto her dresser and turned toward Erin. “Oh, by the way, a couple of Travis’s friends have asked me about you. If you ever want to double with us—”

“No,” Erin interrupted sharply, too sharply, and Amy gave her a surprised look. “I mean, thanks but no thanks. Between school and dance classes, I haven’t got time for dating. You know how much I want to go to Florida State, and the competitions stiff.”

“But that’s two years away.”

“I have to concentrate on one thing at a time.”

“Well, if you change your mind …”

“You’ll be the first to know.” Despite Amy’s protests Erin returned to her room, but she found she couldn’t get back into studying. She thought about Saturday and her promise to work for her sister. Why had she let Amy talk her into it? Why did she always give in to Amy’s pleas? “Because she’s just Amy,” Erin explained to the empty room.

With a sense of vengeance, she quickly set her alarm clock for five-thirty, relishing the thought of dragging her sister out of bed for the early rehearsal. At least Amy would be on time for something.

On Saturday morning Erin poked through the racks of clothes in her mother’s boutique while eyeing the clock. She’d been on duty an hour, and not one customer had stepped through the door. Outside the day looked bleak and blustery, and the parking lot for the small shopping center was nearly deserted. The cool, cloudy day meant there would be few who wanted their cars washed, so the Drama Club’s fundraiser would probably be a flop. “Serves Amy right,” she muttered.

Erin spied a bright red jumpsuit and impulsively snatched it off the rack and dashed into a dressing room. She emerged and stood at the three-way mirror. The outfit made her look years older, more sophisticated. “Wow,” she mumbled, hardly recognizing herself. She wondered if Travis would think she looked pretty. She closed her eyes and imagined that he was standing next to her.

“Not bad, Erin. You look terrific.”

The voice startled Erin. Her eyes flew open wide. In the mirror she saw Travis Sinclair, and he was looking over her shoulder, straight into the glass, straight into her eyes.


Chapter Three
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“Travis! I—uh—I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I know. I’m sorry if I scared you.” He glanced around the deserted shop. “Where’s Amy? She told me she was working today.”

“She took off for the afternoon because of the Drama Club car wash.”

Travis snapped his fingers. “Oh yeah, now I remember. She did tell me about it, along with a million other things. You know how Amy is—fastest mouth in the West.” He grinned, and Erin’s heart beat faster.

“The car wash is at the gas station near Briarwood.”

“That’s right. I guess I should drive by and get them to wash mine. Not that it needs washing, but if I don’t take it, Amy will never get off my case.”

Despite what Travis had said, Erin could tell by his tone how fond he was of her sister.

He picked a blouse off a rack and held it up. “Actually, Erin … there is something I wanted to ask you.”

In spite of herself Erin felt her mouth go dry. “What’s that?”

“Amy’s birthday. It’s two weeks away, and I’m kind of out of ideas for a present. Any suggestions?”

Erin sagged, suddenly aware of how tense she’d become. “What makes you think she gives her wish list to me?”

“I was just thinking that since you’re her sister, you could help me pick something special, that’s all. I don’t care what it costs, just as long as Amy likes it.”

“There’s nothing you couldn’t pick out that she wouldn’t like, Travis, but I did see her going through this stuff last week. She found a sweater she was crazy about. Now, let’s see … which one was it?” Actually, there hadn’t been one, but Erin wanted an excuse to be with him.

Travis stood next to Erin, watching her hands push through the rack of clothing. “Hope you can find it,” he mumbled.

“Ah, here it is.” She held up a bright blue sweater for his inspection, grateful that she was familiar with Amy’s tastes.

“Uh—it’s real nice.” He fingered it. “Soft too.”

“It’s got angora in it.”

“What’s that?”

“Rabbit fur.”

“You sure she liked it?”

“Positive. But don’t tell her I helped you pick it out. It would be better if she thinks you chose it on your own.”

Travis nodded. “Fair enough. Can you gift wrap it?”

Erin rang up the sale and showed him an assortment of wrapping paper. “Which do you like best?”

Travis knit his brows and pondered. Erin noticed how his wavy dark hair complemented his olive complexion and that his eyelashes were long and thick. “This one,” he said. She fumbled with the paper, begging her hands to obey her will. He lounged against the counter as she worked.

“Amy talks about you a lot, Erin,” Travis said. “All about what a great dancer you are.”

“She exaggerates—she just wants to get out of those early-morning rehearsals.”

“I guess you know her tricks,” he said. “She really does think you’re a terrific sister, Erin. You should hire her as a press agent for your dancing career.”

“I’m going to college first,” she told him, creating a large pink bow from a spool of satin ribbon. “Then I’ll go after a professional dancing career. Once I get too old to dance professionally, I can still get a good job teaching dance like Ms. Thornton.”

Travis shook his head. “You and Amy sure are different. You have the rest of your life all planned out, and Amy barely makes it from day to day. She just figures that things will work out her way.”

“She’s not serious enough. You know—single-minded. She can’t say no to anybody if they ask her for a favor. So she spreads herself too thin.” Suddenly Erin realized that what she was saying might be taken as criticism.

“That’s one of the things I like about her,” Travis countered. “She’s not like other girls. She’s never too busy to listen if you want to talk. And nothing’s too crazy for her to try.”

Erin thought of the clown wig and nose. She didn’t know many girls who’d have the guts to do that kind of spontaneous acting. She knew she wouldn’t. Erin sighed, forced a big smile, and held out the neatly wrapped package. “All done.”

“Hey, that looks good. Think she’ll know I didn’t wrap it?”

“I’ll never tell,” Erin said. When he took the gift, their hands brushed. She drew back quickly as static electricity snapped between them.

“I could say this was a shocking experience,” Travis said.

“Don’t,” Erin said with a groan.

He crossed to the door and turned. “Thanks, Erin, for the help with the gift and the talk. You may be more like Amy than you think.”

In an effort to hide her embarrassment, Erin rolled her eyes. “Please don’t tell me that. I don’t think the world’s ready for two Amys.” She watched him drive off, and her heart filled with yearning. More than ever she knew she cared about Travis Sinclair. And more than ever she realized that there was nothing she could do about it. Absolutely nothing.

Later at home Erin tried to do her homework, but fireworks from the den kept interrupting her concentration. She couldn’t hear much, just the low rumble of her father’s voice and an occasional outburst from Amy such as, “Daddy! You can’t mean that!” and “That’s not fair. I’ve already made plans,” and “It’s a stupid old paper!”

She heard doors slamming, Amy’s feet running up the hall, and another door slamming. Whatever ultimatum their father had delivered, Amy certainly hadn’t talked him out of it. Erin felt a perverse sense of satisfaction and guilt. She warred with herself. “It’s nothing she doesn’t deserve. This whole house revolves around Amy. I’ll just let her stew about it tonight and ask her about it in the morning.”

But guilt won out. Erin sneaked down the hall to Amy’s room and tapped on the door. “Can I come in?”

“Sure.”

Amy was sniffing and hanging up the phone when Erin entered. The room was in its usual state of disaster. She eased onto the bed. “Bad, huh?”

“The worst.” Amy twisted a tissue around her finger. “Daddy’s grounded me for the entire weekend. And he says that if I don’t finish my history paper by Monday, he won’t let me take my driver’s test on my birthday next Friday. He’ll make me wait a whole month!” Her eyes filled with fresh tears. “Travis and I were supposed to go to a concert tomorrow night, and I just called and told him I couldn’t go.”

“Oh, Ames,” Erin said, using her sister’s nickname, “that’s a drag.”

“It sure is.” Amy blew her nose. “Travis really wants to go, and I’m afraid if I don’t go with him and Cindy Pitzer finds out, she might try to get him to take her. I couldn’t stand the thought of him asking anyone else—especially Cindy.” Amy wiped her eyes with her shirtsleeve. “So I came up with an alternate plan.” “Don’t ask me to write your paper,” Erin warned.

“And I won’t cover for you if you try to sneak out your window either.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.…”

“Well don’t think about it.”

“No, I already talked about it with Travis, and he says it’s okay with him if it’s okay with you.”

“What’s okay?”

“I don’t want him to go with another girl. And I don’t want him to go alone since his buddies all have dates. So I need for him to go with somebody I can trust.” Amy turned tear-stained, innocent blue eyes on Erin. “I told him you’d go with him.”

The whole time Erin was getting ready for the concert, she kept telling herself that she’d done her best to talk Amy out of the idea. Yet deep in her heart, she knew she was glad she was going, and that she was more excited about it than anything she’d done in ages.

“You look super,” Amy told her as Erin put the finishing touches on her makeup.

“Thanks.”

“I’m jealous,” Amy admitted in a small voice.

“Now, just a minute. This whole thing was your idea.”

Amy scuffed her foot on the carpet in Erin’s bedroom. “I know. But it still matters that you’re going instead of me.”

Erin kept applying mascara, forcing herself not to catch Amy’s eye in the mirror. She was afraid that if she did, Amy would see the truth there. “It’s too late to change plans.”

“I know.” Amy sidled her another look. “I didn’t expect you to look so pretty either.”

Erin stopped the mascara wand in midair and turned from her vanity table. “Why, Amy? I’ve worn this outfit a hundred times before.”

“Maybe so, but somehow tonight you look different … better … sort of glowing.”

Erin felt her cheeks redden. “Dont be silly. I’m excited about the concert, that’s all. How’s the paper coming?”

Amy grimaced. “Fine, if you like researching the Crimean War. Too bad it’s not out on video. I could watch it on the VCR and then write about it.”

“Oh, Ames, you’re impossible. Maybe when you’re set to storm Broadway, someone will have written a play about it that you can star in. Then won’t you be glad you read all about it?”

They both laughed. In the distance the doorbell sounded. “That’s Travis,” Amy said, jumping to her feet and rushing to the door. “Let me prepare him for the shock of someone actually ready to go out on time.”

“Take your time. I won’t hurry.”

“Thanks, Erin. I really do mean it. I want you both to have a ball.”

Alone, Erin began to feel guilty. “It’s what Amy wants,” she told her mirror image. “Travis likes Amy, and he’s just taking me because he wants to see the concert.” She was positive of those two things. But she made certain that her wheat-colored hair was perfectly combed and that she used an extra spritz of her best perfume before she left the room.

The concert music was too loud and the civic center smoky, and by the time Erin and Travis got back to the Bennett’s house, Erin had a splitting headache. They had barely gotten in the door when Amy started firing questions at them. “How was it? Was it loud—I mean really loud? And who else did you see there? Don’t spare any details.”

Travis gave her a hug and a smile, the first genuine smile Erin had seen on his face that evening. “Awesome,” he told Amy.

Erin felt slighted. He hadn’t acted as if he’d had an awesome time. Amy pulled him into the living room, where a bowl of fresh popcorn and cans of soda waited on the coffee table. “Sit down and start talking.”

Erin followed hesitantly, suddenly feeling like an extra with no lines to read. A lump formed in her throat, and she tried to wash it down. She heard Amy and Travis talking, saw their heads close together and their hands touching. Without a word she turned and went to her room.
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