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For my dad, norm Ballou




“Suffering has been stronger than all other teaching, and has taught me to understand what your heart used to be. I have been bent and broken, but—I hope—into a better shape.”

 

 

—Charles Dickens, Great Expectations




PART ONE

Before and During




ONE

June

The first thing Abby remembered about It was the scar.

Mr. North had had a kidney removed; that much Abby knew. Abby’s mom and dad had broken the news about the operation right before they dropped Abby and her older brother, Josh, off at their aunt Fran’s to stay for a few days. Dad had found blood in his urine, Mom had said, so he was going to have a kidney removed. She would stay with Dad at the hospital. To Abby, that sounded preferable to Aunt Fran’s.

It wasn’t fair. Mom’s claws came out when she spent more than five minutes with her husband’s sister, and yet she expected Abby to grin and bear Aunt Fran’s barbs for days on end. “Don’t you two have any manners?” Aunt Fran would say, or, to Abby, “You were a homely baby, but I guess you  turned out all right.” And then there was the killer, knowing that Mom’s feelings for Aunt Fran were mutual: “You’re just like your mother.” They tolerated each other because they both adored Dad.

“I don’t get why we can’t stay with a neighbor,” Abby had whined on the way to Aunt Fran’s.

“Because Aunt Fran is family,” Dad replied. Mom made a choking sound, and Dad grinned at Abby in the rearview mirror. “Just think of all the members of our family as the different ingredients of one great big, delicious cookie. Aunt Fran is the salt. Too much of her can raise your blood pressure, but the cookie wouldn’t be the same without her.”

Abby had rolled her eyes and pinched her nose, but she couldn’t help but laugh. Dad was in his usual good spirits, so she figured she didn’t need to give the operation much thought. When her older half sister, Deanna, Mom’s daughter from her short-lived first marriage, had had an operation to remove her tonsils, it hadn’t seemed too bad. Deanna’s throat had been sore, sure, and she couldn’t talk for a couple of days (which was heavenly for Abby), but what Abby remembered most was that Deanna got all the ice cream and Popsicles she’d wanted for a week. Abby had wondered where she could sign up.

So now it was Dad’s turn. Mom was tense about the whole thing, but that was her modus operandi. The previous summer a mother rabbit had nested in a hole beneath the Norths’ backyard shed. She’d had her babies there—Abby had peeked in at them once when the mama had gone out—and other than those few essential grocery trips, that mother rabbit spent her days darting in and out of the hole, ears perked, alert for any danger that might lurk about. Abby’s mom was just like that—always looking out for the big, bad wolf.

Not Dad. He was cheerful as ever as he gave Abby a quick hug and an “Adios,” and she’d shot him back a “Good luck.” Away her parents had gone to Beaumont Hospital, just outside Detroit, leaving Abby with only one concern: how to make herself scarce for the next seventy-two hours. The only thing she could do to completely avoid Aunt Fran’s glares of annoyance and disapproval would be to stop breathing entirely.

The next afternoon Mom called with good news: Dad’s operation had gone well. Then came the bad news: he needed to stay in the hospital to recover longer than they’d expected. Thus a few days turned into a long, torturous week, but somehow Abby and Josh made it out alive. When Dad was finally discharged and Aunt Fran got the call that she could release her charges from custody, it didn’t take Abby and Josh more than a few minutes to get their bags out of the house and into the driveway.

They’d never unpacked.

Abby bounced and fidgeted in the backseat of the minivan all the way home. The thirty-minute drive took a lifetime. When Aunt Fran pulled into the cracked asphalt driveway of the Norths’ brown tri-level on Summit Drive, Abby clicked the button to release her seat belt and let it snap loudly as it recoiled. She slid open the car door before Aunt Fran had even put the gearshift in park. “Hang on a minute,” Aunt Fran hollered as she heaved herself out of the front seat. “Come back here and get your bag.”

Shifting from foot to foot, Abby waited as Aunt Fran fumbled with her mess of car keys to pop the hatch. Josh, fourteen and full of himself, stood beside Abby, nonchalant as usual, as if he couldn’t have cared less about seeing Mom and Dad. That probably wasn’t much of a stretch. Spending quality time with his family wasn’t exactly high up on Josh’s to-do list.

Aunt Fran snuck inside as Josh and Abby hoisted their duffel bags onto their shoulders. Abby stuck out her tongue at the back of Aunt Fran’s head.

“Hey!” The voice was as familiar and warm as curling up in her own bed at night. Abby turned and found her best friend since forever across the street at the Shotwells’ house, wielding a power washer spray nozzle. Spence Harrison, willing to do just about any job to earn a few bucks.

“Hey yourself!” Abby called back.

Spence meandered toward the road so he could talk to Abby a little more easily.

“I saw your mom’s car in the garage, so I figured you’d be home soon.” Spence wiped sweat from his brow with his wrist, leaving a smear of dirt across his forehead and making the front of his ash-blond hair stand at attention. “How’s your dad doing?”

Abby shrugged. “I guess he’s fine, but I haven’t seen him yet. Just got home. Duh.”

Spence laughed. “Duh.”

Abby’s shoulder hurt from the weight of her duffel bag. She shifted it to the other side. “I’m going in,” she said.

Spence nodded. “How ’bout going for a swim after I finish up over here?”

“Maybe in a little bit.” Abby had already turned and was heading toward the house. “Later.”

“Later,” Spence echoed. As Abby stepped inside, she heard the rumble of the power washer starting up.

Josh was waiting in the living room. Abby chucked her bag near the front door and followed him upstairs. Aunt Fran was already in the master bedroom, where Dad was sitting upright on the bed, propped up with pillows. Mom stood beside the bed, hovering over him. Dad wasn’t eating ice cream or nursing Popsicles. He looked tired and a bit down—his face was longer, somehow—though he was  able to manufacture a smile when he saw Josh and Abby standing in the doorway. Aunt Fran quickly shooed them away.

Josh flew to the phone in the kitchen like Aunt Fran to a bingo hall, presumably to make plans for a quick getaway. Abby, on the other hand, was so happy to be home that she didn’t think she’d ever leave again. Not only because Aunt Fran was mean—Abby just didn’t like being away from her parents for long. When she was apart from them—which, aside from during school and work hours, was next to never—she felt like a shoe without laces.

She was twelve going on thirteen; she knew she was too old to be so attached. Josh called her a homebody; Mom said she was more set in her ways than a little old lady. Dad had tried to break her out of her shell. When she’d been nervous about going off to fifth-grade camp, starting her first day of middle school, or moving up to the twelve-and-over age division in softball, Dad had pulled her aside and said: “The Earth never stops spinning, Abby, no matter how fast you run in the opposite direction.” As was the case with most Dad-isms, she hadn’t a clue what he was talking about.

Abby wandered downstairs and flipped on the TV, stretching out on the carpet in front of the cheap wooden television stand. You could see the TV better from the couch,  but Abby knew from experience that on a hot day—and it had to be ninety-five degrees today—the corduroy made your legs and back sweat. The Norths’ couch, one of her mother’s prized garage-sale finds, had zigzags and striped blocks of pattern that made you dizzy if you stared too long. It was a burnt orange shade that Mom called “rust.” Abby could never figure out what had possessed Mom to buy an orange corduroy couch. Aside from that couch and Mom’s watercolor paintings that decorated the off-white walls, the house was absent of color. The kitchen linoleum was brown—a faux-brick design—and the carpeting a brown calico. The furniture throughout the house was dark, and the bedroom quilts were brown and cream. The tri-level’s exterior was—yep—dark brown. Every once in a while Mom got nutty and purchased something beige, like Dad’s living room recliner, but other than that she stuck with brown. Mom’s orange couch stuck out like a peacock in a turkey pen.

Turned out the carpet was as hot to sit on as the couch, so Abby stood loitering near the bottom of the stairs waiting for Aunt Fran to leave. Abby was dying to run down to the Point to cool off in White Lake, but she wasn’t about to go without getting a good dose of Mom and Dad first.

Eventually Aunt Fran waddled down the stairs. She huffed as she passed Abby, clearly disgusted that Abby’d been  eavesdropping. She hadn’t been, really—they’d been talking too quietly upstairs to hear—but she blushed anyway.

“Where’s your brother?” Aunt Fran asked as she wedged her plump, bunioned feet into her Stride Rites.

“He’s gone already,” Abby replied. “I think.”

Aunt Fran shook her head. “Okay,” she said after a moment, hugging Abby with as little of her body as possible. “I’ve had enough of you.”

She always said that.

“Bye,” Abby said, starting to pull away, though Aunt Fran had already beat her to it.

“You be good for your mom and dad. The last thing they need right now is a bunch of crap from you kids.”

When the screen door banged shut behind her, Abby bounded up the stairs two steps at a time. Approaching Mom and Dad’s open bedroom door, she saw Mom sitting on the bed beside Dad with her head on his shoulder. They weren’t talking or sleeping, so Abby invited herself in.

“Dad needs to rest,” Mom said softly.

“Naw,” Dad said, dismissing Mom with a wave of his hand. “She can come in.”

Mom shot Abby a disapproving frown, but Abby leapt for the bed anyway, plopping tummy-down on the mattress and resting her chin on Dad’s knees.

“Be careful,” Mom scolded.

“Oh, Helen,” Dad said, tousling Abby’s already messy strawberry-blonde hair, “she’s not hurting me.”

“How ya feeling?” Abby asked.

“I’m fine, honey. Did you have a good time at Aunt Fran’s?”

Abby gave Dad a “don’t ask” look. He didn’t. Neither parent spoke a word. “So the doctor got the kidney out okay?” she finally said.

“Yep,” Dad said, reaching down beside the bed. “I’ve got it here in a big jar. They preserved it in pickle juice. Wanna see it?”

Abby nodded excitedly. She’d dissected a frog and a worm, and even a cow’s eyeball, at school, but she’d never seen a human body part. Now that would be something for her science fair project.

“He’s kidding,” Mom said with a grin, playfully patting Dad on the arm.

“Oh.” Bummer.

Dad leaned his head back on his pillow, looking up at the ceiling. The view from Abby’s angle was of Dad’s salt-andpepper-bearded chin, his skinny lips, his mustache, and then straight up into his nose.

“You know,” Abby said, “your nostrils are shaped like kidney beans. Do your kidneys look like kidney beans?”

Dad laughed aloud then winced, gently laying a hand over his abdomen.

“Does it hurt?”

“A bit,” Dad half whispered, pain leaking out through the cracks in his voice.

“So did you see it when they took it out? Did it look like a kidney bean?”

“No.” He chuckled. “I didn’t see it. But maybe it did.”

“A kidney bean with a Siamese baseball,” Mom added. Abby cocked her head inquisitively. “There was something growing on his kidney. Dad’s doctor said it was the size of a baseball. That’s why the kidney had to come out.”

“Hmm.” Gross. Abby pictured this mushy organ sprouting stuff like an old potato. Man, she wished he’d brought it home. “Can I see where they took it out?”

Dad lifted the bottom of his short-sleeved sweatshirt to reveal his swollen abdomen with fresh stitches running up the middle, practically from his chest to the button of his tan cotton pants.

“Geez,” Abby said. “You look like a baseball.”

Mom and Dad roared. Dad held his stomach and kind of cough-laughed and Mom snorted. She did that when she found something really funny.

And Abby was on a roll.

“Maybe,” she continued, “it’s like a zipper, so the doctors can unzip you in case they have to take anything else out.”

Ba-da-bum-ching!

This joke, however, was a flop. Dad smiled and Mom tried, but instead her lips straightened into a line. Her face held the expression she normally reserved for Jehovah’s Witnesses and Aunt Fran. Abby wondered what she’d said wrong.

“He’s got another kidney,” Mom said, “but they can’t take that one out. Everyone needs at least one kidney. We’re hoping the remaining one will be okay.”

“Hoping?”

“Yeah. But if it isn’t, it’s possible that someone could donate a kidney to Dad. In fact, Mr. Beasley said that if Dad needed it he’d give Dad one of his kidneys.”

Abby wrinkled her nose. Mr. Beasley lived next door. He was a quiet, nice man and Abby was sure that he had very nice kidneys, too, but the thought of Dad having one of Mr. Beasley’s body parts inside him was downright creepy.

“Doctors do it all the time,” Dad said. “Don’t worry.”

Abby hadn’t been worried.

Dad yawned and Mom told Abby to skidoo so that he could sleep a while. Abby patted his knee and left the room. Mom came out behind her and followed her down the stairs.

“That was nice,” Mom whispered, gently patting Abby’s back. “He really needed that. Thank you.”

Thanks for what?

Abby darted into her bedroom and snatched her faded yellow one-piece bathing suit from its usual spot on the closet  doorknob. She could hear the hum of motorboats on the lake, the noisy turf wars of geese and the faraway shrieks of “Marco!” and “Polo!” Her grin started somewhere in the bottom of her stomach and spread outward, tingling her fingers and toes and spreading wide across her face. There was no place on earth that she would rather be than on her tiny little peninsula in Highland, Michigan. Out of the six square miles that comprised Highland, probably five were water. The land kind of floated in between. Highland was Abby’s own private island. It was home.

Abby suited up, threw her long hair into a ponytail, grabbed a towel, and galloped downstairs and out the front door.

“I’m going!” Abby yelled to Spence. He turned, and she couldn’t help but laugh. His hair was soaked flat to his head, his wet clothes clinging to his skinny frame like they’d been glued on.

“You’re supposed to spray the water on the house!” She laughed. Spence stuck out his tongue and turned back to his work. As he did, Abby noticed that Spence’s back seemed to have gotten wider, a little more muscular, while she was gone. When he looked over his shoulder again, Abby gave him a quick wave and started toward the Point. She didn’t want him to get the idea that she was looking at him that way. Then things would just get weird.

Eight houses dotted the neighborhood peninsula, four on either side of the road, which was really a dirt path just wide enough for one car at a time. The road led gradually uphill; the last houses were at the crest, and then it sloped steeply downward to the Point.

When Abby passed by the house next door, Mrs. Stover, who had to be eighty if she was a day, glanced up from her flower bed long enough to wave and shake her head. For years, Mrs. Stover had scolded Abby for walking barefoot down the gravel road. She’d finally given up because the soles of Abby’s feet had become thick with calluses before she’d even reached kindergarten.

“Abby North!” Mrs. Stover hollered. “Where are your flip-flops?” Well, she’d almost given up.

Abby lowered her chin to hide a smile.

“One day you’ll wish you’d listened to me,” Mrs. Stover shouted too loud. She always talked too loud. “When you can only dream of having pretty feet. How’s your dad feeling?”

“Good,” Abby replied. “He’s tired, but he’ll be okay.”

“That’s right, honey. He’ll be just fine. Don’t you worry.”

Abby wasn’t worried.

She was worried, however, when Mrs. Stover struggled to her feet and stretched the kinks out of her back. She was a sweet old lady, but if she made it to the road before Abby got out of there, Abby could be stuck talking to her for hours.  She waved and continued quickly down the road, eyeing the rocks underfoot to avoid the sharpest.

As she descended the railroad-ties-turned-steps that led to the water she spotted Fred, the Fischers’ old basset hound lounging underneath the only shade tree.

“Hey, Fred.” The dog wagged his tail in greeting but didn’t move. It was Fred’s shade tree; he rarely left it during daylight hours and would wander home at dusk only to return to his beloved tree the next morning, come rain, snow, or blistering sunshine. At the base of the trunk a Fred-size patch of grass had been worn away to expose bare earth, marking Fred’s territory.

Abby understood completely.

Spence made his usual descent, hollering like a warrior as he ran full out down the hill. He still wore all of his clothes. He didn’t let up as he approached the lake, but simply splashed and thrashed through the shallow water until it was deep enough for him to roll in. He did an impressive handstand before popping up and shaking the water out of his hair like a dog.

“High-class,” Abby said, sticking her feet into the water to let them get used to the cold. Spence splashed her, the shock of the cold water making her catch her breath. Abby growled. Sometimes Spence was like the brother she wished Josh could be, but sometimes he was just like Josh.

Grabbing a clump of duckweed bobbing near the shore, Abby threw it at Spence’s head, but missed. He splashed her again. Abby took a fistful of weeds and charged toward Spence, but he swam away quickly, and before she realized it she was chest-deep in the water. So much for easing in.

“Refreshing, huh?” Spence teased.

Abby dove in and swam underwater. She grabbed his legs and pulled, wrestling him under. When they both emerged together, Spence was blowing water and snot from his nose.

“Refreshing, huh?” Abby snickered.

She read Spence’s smile like a book.

Yeah, I missed you, too. Jerkwad.




TWO

July

On the Fourth of July, Abby sat on a blanket on the Point’s grassy plateau, listening to the Frank Sinatra tunes the Fischers pumped out their screened windows and mindlessly dipping her hand into a bag of Cheetos as she watched the annual boat parade. Mom and Dad sat in folding chairs beside her, and they were surrounded by their extended family—the neighbors.

Abby’s parents had moved to Highland when Mom was pregnant with Josh, but most of the neighbors had grown up in the homes they owned. There was no uniformity in the style or colors—the Beasleys’ house was a yellow tri-level, the Norths’ brown; the Stovers lived in a green Cape Cod, the Fischers a chocolate box; the Danielses owned a red colonial, the Mulligans a white bungalow; the Shotwells had a tan ranch, the Longmans a small gray cottage that had been added  on to in so many directions that it looked abstract. Most of the kids from Abby’s school lived in the newer cookie-cutter neighborhoods across town; Abby preferred her LEGO village on the lake.

As they all watched the line of speedboats and pontoons, decked out in red, white, and blue, motor slowly past, Josh was busy conducting a mini-fireworks display near the water, quickly setting up the next as the last sputtered out, lighting them with the long butane lighter Dad normally used for the grill. Josh was in his glory.

In years past he had been the assistant while Dad lit the fireworks. Josh, a closet pyromaniac, had been denied the use of lighters or matches ever since he caught the side of the garage on fire when he was seven. But he was fourteen now, Dad had said as he ceremoniously passed the lighter to Josh that evening, old enough to act responsibly. Mom had looked on uneasily but did not object, though during the whole little show she yelled: “Put it closer to the lake!” and “Stand back! Stand back!”

Mom had hollered the same commands to Dad. Like Dad, Josh pretended not to hear but did as she said anyway.

As the sky drew a black curtain, Josh ran out of the small stuff, and the chattering crowd began to quiet, awaiting the start of the big display put on by the White Lake Homeowners Association. Abby had seen TV footage of the International  Freedom Festival, where millions of dollars’ worth of fireworks were shot off from a barge floating upon the Detroit River, and while the White Lake fireworks weren’t as long (ten minutes, tops), they were every bit as good. In Abby’s eyes, anyway.

At ten p.m. on the nose, the first bursts of light illuminated the sky and the crowd went wild, gasping and clapping and cheering. You could hear the applause clear around the lake, where people from other lakefront homes were perched on their back porches or docks or at neighborhood beaches. The lake was a stadium.

Dad started at the applause and rubbed his eyes drowsily. He’d tried to stay awake as best he could. Over the explosions and the oohing and aahing, Abby heard Mom ask if he wanted to go home. Abby expected him to decline—Dad never left a good party early—but was surprised when he said yes.

Mom and Dad rose to their feet, and as Mom packed up their folding chairs, Dad leaned down to kiss Abby on the forehead. She wrinkled her nose and wiped the kiss off with the back of her hand in mock disgust. She’d been spurning Dad’s kisses for years, but that hadn’t kept him from sneaking them anyway. It was a game they played.

Mom instructed Abby to come right home after the finale. Abby nodded and watched her parents walk slowly up the hill toward home. Though the Point was jam-packed with  people, Abby felt oddly alone with Mom and Dad gone, sitting on her ratty old blanket with only her bag of Cheetos to keep her company.

Until Spence came along.

Spence didn’t actually live in Abby’s neighborhood; he lived across the small bay, his house about a five-minute walk around the water’s edge. He’d started out doing chores in his own neighborhood, but when business dried up there Abby had helped him secure a couple of odd jobs with the Beasleys and the Stovers. At first they’d hired him because he was “cute as a button,” according to Mrs. Stover, but they had continued to call on him for help because he was “so darned conscientious,” said Mr. Beasley. He’d since become the golden boy to Abby’s neighbors—the kid who was never too busy to help mow a lawn or paint a fence or wash a car—and they’d adopted him as one of their own.

So of course Spence was at the Point for the fireworks, having his cheeks pinched by Mrs. Stover and getting a lesson in conservative politics from Mr. Shotwell, until he saw Abby sitting alone. He immediately excused himself and butted in beside Abby on her blanket, helping himself to her Cheetos.

“Where’d your mom and dad go?” Spence crunched in her ear.

She shrugged. “Home.”

When the next firework went off, two miniature versions of it exploded in Spence’s eyes.

“Wanna do something after the fireworks?” Spence asked. “Maybe take the boat out?” It never failed to annoy Abby that Spence had no curfew. His parents were divorced—and had been long before Spence had offered Abby the bus seat beside him on their first day of kindergarten. While Josh had sat in the back laughing at Abby for smuggling her beloved Winnie-the-Pooh to school in her new pink backpack, Spence had told her lame knock-knock jokes all the way there so she wouldn’t cry.

Spence and Abby had been two halves of a whole ever since—and Spence had gradually became an afterthought to his mother as she spent most of her time looking for Husband Number Two. Lots of prospects had moved in and out of their house, but she still hadn’t found The One and spent her Friday and Saturday nights out on the town, desperately trying.

“Can’t,” Abby said, almost feeling guilty that she had a mom who cared where she was and what she was up to. “You can come over if you want.”

“North!”

Abby spun around. She knew that voice. She dreamed that voice, night after night.

Josh, who had been sitting with his neighborhood buddy  Billy Mohr on the wooden steps that led down to the water, stood and waved at the newcomer.

Logan Pierce.

Dear God. Abby quickly licked the Cheeto goo from her fingers and wiped her face with her blanket.

“What’s he doing here?” Spence asked.

“Hey, Logan,” Abby said, but her voice was drowned out by a loud boom. Abby put a hand to her chest to make sure that no one had heard her heart beating so loudly.

And then the fireworks started going off like popping corn. The grand finale.

The sky lit up with exploding fire in shades of periwinkle and pink and jade and gold. That’s what Abby could see out of the corner of her eye, anyway. She was too busy studying the way the fireworks illuminated Logan’s face, making his presence even more surreal.

Logan was Josh’s best-looking friend, and the most popular boy in middle school. That he was standing little more than ten feet away from Abby was like having a celebrity step right out of the movie screen. Logan had been over to the house to see Josh a couple of times, and Abby had been starstruck every time.

Logan had even stayed overnight once, sleeping on the foldout couch downstairs beside Josh while Abby lay awake upstairs nearly hyperventilating all night. Logan’s  mom had picked him up early the next morning, scolding him for losing the T-shirt he’d worn the day before. No one knew that the shirt was under Abby’s pillow, and there it stayed hidden until Abby went to bed at night and pulled it out and slept with it under her cheek, inhaling Logan’s scent.

Logan Pierce was Abby’s obsession: the ultimate unattainable guy. If she hadn’t lived in the same house as Josh, Logan wouldn’t have known she existed. Logan dated popular girls, Mock Election winners for “Greatest Hair” or “Prettiest Smile.” Abby ached to be part of that group, though she was more the type to be shoved off to the end of the bottom row in the Mock Election yearbook photo—the winners of the “Most Likely to Succeed” category—if anyone even remembered her name. It didn’t much matter that Abby had earned a 4.0 since the beginning of her middle school career or that she had been the district spelling bee champ every year since the third grade. She was invisible.

The crowd cheered, and large puffs of white smoke crept across the black sky. The chatter started immediately thereafter, everyone commenting on how much better this year’s display was than last as they packed up their belongings and started toward home. Josh disappeared into the darkness around the Fischers’ backyard with Logan and Billy, leaving Abby to haul all the snacks and blankets home. Spence  scooped up the stuff before Abby could and led the way up the hill toward the Norths’ house.

Spence was yakking about something, but she had no idea what. She was nearly going out of her mind, imagining that Logan Pierce might be at her house at that very moment. Maybe he’d see her and smile. Perhaps he’d even invite her to hang out with them. Abby put a little more distance between Spence and herself. She didn’t want Logan to get the wrong idea.

Abby was nearly breathless with anticipation when she got home. The television was on in the living room and Channel 4 was broadcasting the tail end of the Freedom Fest. Mom was in the kitchen loading the dishwasher. There was no sign of Josh. Or Logan.

Abby plopped down on the couch. Spence took the other end. Dad was asleep upstairs already.

“Where’s Josh?” Abby asked loud enough for Mom to hear her in the kitchen, but quietly enough not to risk waking Dad.

“He’s staying the night at Billy’s,” Mom replied.

“And you let him?”

“Sure. Why not?”

Abby looked at Spence and shook her head in disbelief at her poor, gullible mother. Josh would have her head if Abby told their mother about the secret stash of fireworks in the  bushes. Abby knew that Josh and Billy, and probably Logan, would sneak out in the middle of the night and set them off in Wardlow Field.

Abby sighed and stared glumly at the television. After the fireworks ended, Channel 4 broke to a commercial, and by then she had bored Spence enough for him to say his farewells and head for home. She stretched out on the couch. Mom was bustling about, picking up a stray sock here, an empty soda-pop can there—she despised waking up to a messy house—but Abby wasn’t about to make Mom’s obsessive-compulsiveness her problem and let her heavy eyelids close. If she couldn’t see Logan in person, she’d find him in her dreams.

Just as she started to drift off to sleep, however, a loud thumping jarred her awake. When she opened her eyes Mom was already halfway up the stairs. Abby jumped to her feet and followed.

“Sam!” Mom shouted from the door to the master bedroom. “What are you doing?”

It took Abby’s eyes a few moments to adjust to the darkness, but when they did she saw Dad standing beside the bed. He was facing the wall, pounding it with one fist, his other hand frantically searching for . . . something.

“Dad?”

Mom touched Dad’s shoulder gently, but when he didn’t stop flailing she shook it with force.

“Sam! Wake up!”

Dad spun around with his hands raised in surrender. His eyes, wild with fear, darted from Mom to Abby and back again.

“Where’s Josh?” Dad yelled, his voice breaking.

“He’s at Billy’s,” Mom said. “What—”

“We have to get out of here!” Dad took Mom by the arm and tried to lead her away. When Mom didn’t budge he stopped, grimaced, and held his side.

“The house is on fire, Helen! One of the fireworks . . . it caught the roof . . . the room . . .”

Dad surveyed the bedroom. No flames. No smoke. He rubbed his face and shook his head.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice back to normal. “I guess it was just a dream. But it seemed so real. The bedroom was on fire and the door handle wouldn’t turn. . . . I couldn’t open the door to get out. I banged on the door but no one answered me; I didn’t know if you all were okay. I was trapped.”

Dad ran his fingers through his hair. “You must think I’ve lost my marbles.”

Mom hugged him and rubbed his back. “You’re just overtired. Go back to bed.”

He looked at Abby and smiled a sad smile. “I’m so sorry, honey,” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s okay, Dad,” Abby assured him. But she had been scared. Dad wasn’t prone to nightmares. Maybe his dream about the fire was some kind of premonition about Josh and the fireworks. Maybe Josh was out in the woods as they spoke, trapped in an inferno, screaming for help.

Abby followed Mom downstairs and spilled her guts about Josh. A quick call to Billy’s mom put Abby at ease, and Mrs. Mohr placed Josh and Billy and Logan on all-night surveillance, foiling their plans. Abby instantly wished she’d left Josh to deal with his own consequences. Now he was going to kill her, leaving her destined to go to her grave before Logan Pierce even knew she was alive.

 

BY THE END OF THE MONTH, DAD HAD RECOVERED FROM his surgery, and already the scar on his abdomen was beginning to fade from bright purple to violet. After the Fourth he’d started going to the hospital every couple of weeks for “treatments” that left him feeling nauseated and puny for a few days, but in between he seemed okay. Then his treatment schedule increased to a couple of hours a day. Mom would come home early from work to drive him to the hospital, where they’d spend an hour or so before coming  home. Dad sometimes threw up afterward. Mom said that was normal.

Mom and Dad never discussed the details of the treatments, and Abby didn’t ask. When Abby had come down with strep throat the previous winter she’d had to take some pretty nasty-tasting medicine that had made her want to puke. She decided Dad’s treatments were like that.

She pretended Dad’s treatments were like that.

Other than that, the summer was the same as always. Since all of the other kids in the neighborhood were boys, Josh had plenty of buddies to chum around with and Abby was left chasing them around. Since he’d turned fourteen, Abby had become a royal thorn in Josh’s side. Besides, he still hated her for spoiling his Fourth of July.

A few girls from school lived in Seven Harbors, a neighborhood on the other end of White Lake, but Dad wouldn’t let her walk that far by herself. She had Spence, of course, but summer was his busiest odd-job season. He came to visit during every break and after finishing up for the day, but he had other friends from his neighborhood to hang out with. He always invited Abby along to go Jet Skiing with Griffin or fishing with Kevin, but she had learned that not all guys were as accepting as Spence. It had been fine when they were little kids, but now the guys tended to clam up when she was  around. Abby felt like she was stifling their conversations and endangering their manliness.

Abby went to her weekly softball practices for the summer Hi-White league, and her parents came to the Saturday morning games. She loved softball and had played since third grade, but she’d never been much good at it. She was a decent hitter and had an arm strong and accurate enough to throw from her usual position at third to first, but her head had never quite gotten into the game. When the ball came her way, she panicked. Fifty percent of the time she could catch or otherwise stop it—but she’d get befuddled about what to do next. And fifty percent of the time her teammates wanted to strangle her.

Abby wasn’t a fast runner, either. What would be a triple for most batters might be a single for her, if the ball didn’t make it there first, which in most cases it did.

Her lack of speed was a handicap in the outfield, too. “Put a hustle on it!” her coach, Skip, would yell, and she would put her heart and soul into trying to make her legs move faster. But they wouldn’t. She felt like the Roadrunner in Looney Tunes, the way his legs spin so fast they’re a blur before he speeds off. Only Abby never sped off.

That summer, determined to help her rise above her current level of mediocrity, Dad played coach. He made her run  sprints in the backyard. Batting practice was too dangerous—they’d learned that after a putting a few too many dents in the Stovers’ shed and almost having to replace their kitchen window—so they’d just toss the ball around, Dad squinting and pursing his lips when he wound up to throw. Abby was afraid to hurt him, so they played catch, which wouldn’t do her much good, but she didn’t say so.

Afterward the two of them would sit on the back porch, absorbed in their own books. They were together; they were worlds apart. Before his operation, Dad had toyed with a cigar while he read. And while he mowed the lawn. And while sitting at the Point watching Abby and Josh swim. He didn’t smoke anymore. Abby missed the sweet aroma of his Crooks.

Dad never got through more than a few pages before nodding off, which was fine when he was in the living room recliner, but when he fell asleep on the back porch in the rusty metal rocking chair Abby had to stand guard. Though Dad had lost some weight, he was still a good 185 pounds and could tip that chair over with the slightest movement. Abby was glad when Mom replaced it with a long lounge chair. Dad couldn’t get in and out of it easily—he had a pain in his side that wouldn’t go away—but at least it wouldn’t dump him. Abby was still distracted from her books,  though; the moment Dad fell asleep he sent out gnat-andmosquito radar. Abby had to keep one eye on Dad, waving the bugs away.

One muggy afternoon Dad had dozed off in his turquoise lounge chair while reading O. Henry, and a pesky bee was hell-bent on sinking its stinger into his flesh. So Abby stood over him, swatting the bee away until it came after her. Abby hollered when it stung her hand; Dad didn’t even wake up. Inside, she mixed up baking soda and water and applied it to extract the stinger. After she got it out, she went back outside to fish for sympathy.

Dad was still asleep. Now he’d rolled onto his side and was dangerously close to falling facedown onto the patio.

Abby tried to figure out the best way to ease Dad onto his back, fearing that if she tried to pull him backward he might startle and accidentally hit her. Once, when Abby was little, she’d snuck up on Dad when he was working downstairs, and when she had shouted, “Boo!” he’d flailed an arm on instinct. Though he’d missed, he was so upset that he could have hurt her he nearly cried.

She decided to try to move him from the front. She could hold his arm down and gently push him backward; that way he would see her if he awoke and perhaps not be so alarmed.

As Abby faced Dad, her eyes were drawn to his lower abdomen where bare skin was exposed underneath his creeping shirt. There she saw a patch of red, blotchy skin with a small blue X in the middle. The thought that an advanced form of clever bees had marked their target almost made Abby laugh. It did look like her dad had been stung, but not just once; the mottled patch of skin was at least the size of a tennis ball, and there appeared to be several spots where the bees had injected stingers. And what the heck was that blue X all about?

Abby didn’t know what to do. Dad’s wound looked tender and Abby didn’t want to hurt him, but he was right on the edge of that flimsy lounge chair.

Holding Dad’s right arm firmly at his side and grabbing him by his right shoulder, she pushed gently and his body slumped backward. He twitched as he woke, shooting upright and nearly banging his head against hers.

“What are you doing?” Dad sputtered.

“You were about to roll off the chair,” Abby replied.

“Oh,” Dad said, wiping sweat from his brow. “Thanks.”

“Does your stomach hurt?” Abby asked. “It’s all swollen and nasty looking down by that blue X. What’s that there for?”

Dad smiled. “The doctor put it there so they’d know which area to treat. At the hospital they use something like a laser  to treat my . . . problem. It makes my skin look that way. It’s called radiation.”

“Does it hurt?”

“No. It’s a little sore, but not bad at all.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t worry about it, honey. I’m fine.”

Abby wasn’t worried.
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