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Prologue

Ipushed against the spring hinge, cracked open the screen door, and scattered two hummingbirds fighting over my feeder. The sound of their wings faded into the dogwood branches above, and it was there that the morning met me with streaks of sunkist cracking across the skyline. Seconds before, God had painted the sky a mixture of black and deep blue, then smeared it with rolling wisps of cotton and sprayed it with specks of glitter, some larger than others. I turned my head sideways, sort of corkscrewing my eyes, and decided that heaven looked like a giant granite countertop turned upside down and framing the sky. Maybe God was down here drinking His coffee too. Only difference was, He didn’t need to read the letter in my hand. He already knew what it said.

Below me the Tallulah River spread out seamlessly into Lake Burton in a sheet of translucent, unmoving green, untouched by the antique cutwaters and Jet Skis that would split her skin and roll her to shore at 7:01 a.m. In moments, God would send the sun upward and westward where it would shine hot, and where by noon the glare off the water would be painful and picturesque.

I stepped off the back porch, the letter clutched in my hand, and picked my barefoot way down the stone steps to the dock. I walked along the bulkhead, felt the coolness of the mist rising on my legs and face, and climbed the steps leading to the top of the dockhouse. I slid into the hammock and faced southward down Prologue the lake, looking out over my left knee. I looped my finger through the small brass circle tied to the end of a short string and pulled gently, rocking myself.

If God was down here drinking His coffee, then He was on his second cup, because He’d already Windexed the sky. Only the streaks remained.

Emma once told me that some people spend their whole lives trying to outrun God, maybe get someplace He’s never been. She shook her head and smiled, wondering why. Trouble is, she said, they spend a lifetime searching and running, and when they arrive, they find He’s already been there.

I listened to the quiet but knew it wouldn’t last. In an hour the lake would erupt with laughing kids on inner tubes, teenagers in Ski Nautiques, and retirees in pontoon boats, replacing the Canadian geese and bream that followed a trail of Wonder Bread cast by an early morning bird lover and now spreading across the lake like the yellow brick road. By late afternoon, on the hundreds of docks stretching out into the lake, charcoal grills would simmer with the smell of hot dogs, burgers, smoked oysters, and spicy sausage. And in the yards and driveways that all leaned inward toward the lake’s surface like a huge salad bowl, folks of all ages would tumble down Slip’n Slides, throw horseshoes beneath the trees, sip mint juleps and margaritas along the water’s edge, and dangle their toes off the second stories of their boathouses. By 9:00 p.m., most every homeowner along the lake would launch the annual hour-long umbrella of sonic noise, lighting the lake in flashes of red, blue, and green rain. Parents would gaze upward; children would giggle and coo; dogs would bark and tug against their chains, digging grooves in the back sides of the trees that held them; cats would run for cover; veterans would remember; and lovers would hold hands, slip silently into the out coves, and skinny-dip beneath the safety of the water. Sounds in the symphony of freedom.

It was Independence Day.

Unlike the rest of Clayton, Georgia, I had no fireworks, no hot dogs, and no plans to light up the sky. My dock would lie quiet and dark, the grill cold with soot, old ashes, and spiderwebs. For me, freedom felt distant. Like a smell I once knew but could no longer place. If I could, I would have slept through the entire day like a modernday Rip van Winkle, opened my eyes tomorrow, and crossed off the number on my calendar. But sleep, like freedom, came seldom and was never sound. Short fits mostly. Two to three hours at best.

I lay on the hammock, alone with my coffee and yellowed memories. I balanced the cup on my chest and held the wrinkled, unopened envelope. Behind me, fog rose off the water and swirled in miniature twisters that spun slowly like dancing ghosts, up through the overhanging dogwood branches and hummingbird wings, disappearing some thirty feet in the air.

Her handwriting on the envelope told me when to read the letter within. If I had obeyed, it would have been two years ago. I had not, and would not today. Maybe I could not. Final words are hard to hear when you know for certain they are indeed final. And I knew for certain. Four anniversaries had come and gone while I remained in this nowhere place. Even the crickets were quiet.

I placed my hand across the letter, flattening it upon my chest, spreading the corners of the envelope like tiny paper wings around my ribs. A bitter substitute.

Around here, folks sit in rocking chairs, sip mint juleps, and hold heated arguments about what exactly is the best time of day on the lake. At dawn, the shadows fall ahead of you, reaching out to touch the coming day. At noon, you stand on your shadows, caught somewhere between what was and what will be. At dusk, the shadows fall behind you and cover your tracks. In my experience, the folks who choose dusk usually have something to hide.



Chapter 1

She was small for her age. Probably six, maybe even seven, but looked more like four or five. A tomboy’s heart in a china doll’s body. Dressed in a short yellow dress, yellow socks, white Mary Janes, and a straw hat wrapped with a yellow ribbon that trailed down to her waist. She was pale and thin and bounced around like a mix between Eloise and Tigger. She was standing in the center of town, at the northwest corner of Main and Savannah, yelling at the top of her lungs: “Lemonaaaaaaade! Lemonaaaaaade, fifty cents!” She eyed the sidewalk and the passersby, but with no takers, she craned her neck, stretched high onto her tiptoes, and cupped her hands to her mouth. “Lemonaaaade! Lemonaaaaade, fifty cents!”

The lemonade stand was sturdy and well worn but looked hastily made. Four four-by-four posts and half a sheet of one-inch plywood formed the table. Two six-foot two-by-fours stood upright at the back, holding up the other half of the plywood and providing posts for a banner stretched between. Somebody had sprayed the entire thing yellow, and in big block letters the banner read LEMONADE—50 CENTS—REFILLS FREE. The focal point was not the bench, the banner, the yellow Igloo cooler that held the lemonade, or even the girl, but the clear plastic container beneath. A five-gallon water jug sat front and center—her own private wishing well where the whole town apparently threw their loose bills and silent whispers.

I stopped and watched as an elderly woman crossed Main Street beneath a lacy shade umbrella and dropped two quarters into the Styrofoam cup sitting on the tabletop.

“Thank you, Annie,” she whispered as she accepted the overflowing cup from the little girl’s outstretched hands.

“You’re welcome, Miss Blakely. I like your umbrella.” A gentle breeze shuffled down the sidewalk, fluttered the yellow ribbons resting on the little girl’s back, and then carried that clean, innocent voice off down the street.

Miss Blakely sucked between her teeth and asked, “You feeling better, child?”

The little girl looked up from beneath her hat. “Yes ma’am, sure do.”

Miss Blakely turned up her cup, and the little girl turned her attention back to the sidewalk. “Lemonaaaaaade! Lemonaaaaade, fifty cents!” Her Southern drawl was tangy sweet, soft and raspy. It dripped with little girlness and drew attention like fireworks on the Fourth.

I couldn’t quite tell for sure, but after Miss Blakely set down her cup and nodded to the child, she dropped what looked like a twenty-dollar bill into the clear plastic water jug at her feet.

That must be some lemonade.

And the girl was a one-person cash-making machine. There was a growing pile of bills inside that bottle, and yet no one seemed worried that it might sprout legs, least of all the little girl. Aside from the lemonade banner, there was no flyer or explanation. Evidently it wasn’t needed. It’s that small-town thing. Everybody just knew. Everybody, that is, but me.

EARLIER THAT MORNING, CHARLIE—MY ACROSS-THE-LAKE-yet-not- quite-out-of-earshot neighbor and former brother-in-law—and I had been sanding the mahogany top and floor grates of a 1947 Greavette when we ran out of 220-grit sandpaper and spar varnish. We flipped a coin and I lost, so I drove to town while Charlie fished off the back of the dock and whistled at the bikiniclad girls screaming atop multicolored Jet Skis that skidded by. Charlie doesn’t drive much but, ever competitive, he insisted we flip for it. I lost.

Today’s trip was different because of the timing. I rarely come to town in the morning, especially when so many people are crowding the sidewalks, making their way to and from work. To be honest, I don’t come to town much at all. I skirt around it and drive to neighboring towns, alternating grocery and hardware stores every couple of months. I’m a regular nowhere.

When I do come here, I usually come in the afternoon, fifteen minutes before closing, dressed like a local in faded denim and a baseball cap advertising some sort of power tool or farm equipment. I park around back, pull my hat down and collar up, and train my eyes toward the floor. I slip in, get what I need, and then slip out, having blended into the framework and disappeared beneath the floorboards. Charlie calls it stealth shopping. I call it living.

Mike Hammermill, a retired manufacturer from Macon, had hired Charlie and me to ready his 1947 Greavette for the tenthannual Lake Burton Antique and Classic Boat show next month. It’d be our third entry in as many years, and if we ever hoped to beat the boys from Blue Ridge Boat Werks, we’d need the sandpaper. We’d been working on the Greavette for almost ten months, and we were close, but we still had to run the linkage to the Velvet Drive and apply eight coats of spar varnish across the deck and floor grates before she was ready for the water.

COTTON MOUTHED AND CURIOUS, I CROSSED THE STREET AND dropped fifty cents in the cup. The girl pressed her small finger into the spout of the cooler, turning her knuckles white and causing her hand to shake, and poured me a cup of fresh-squeezed lemonade that swam with pulp and sugar.

“Thank you,” I said.

“My name’s Annie,” she said, dropping one foot behind the other, curtsying like a sunflower and looking up beneath my hat to find my eyes. “Annie Stephens.”

I switched the cup to my other hand, clicked my heels together, and said, “For this relief, much thanks; ’tis bitter cold, and I am sick at heart.”

She laughed. “You make that up?”

“No.” I shook my head. “A man named Shakespeare did, in a story called Hamlet.” While most of my friends were watching The Waltons or Hawaii Five-O, I spent a good part of my childhood reading. Still don’t own a television. A lot of dead writers feed my mind with their ever-present whisperings.

I lifted my hat slightly and extended my hand. “Reese. My name’s Reese.”

The sun shone on my back, and my shadow stretched along the sidewalk and protected her eyes from the eleven o’clock sun that was climbing high and getting warm.

She considered for a moment. “Reese is a good name.”

A man carrying two grocery bags scurried by on the sidewalk, so she turned and screamed loud enough for people three blocks away, “Lemonaaaade!”

He nodded and said, “Morning, Annie. Back in a minute.”

She turned back to me. “That’s Mr. Potter. Works down there. He likes his lemonade with extra sugar, but he’s not like some of my customers. Some need more sugar than others because they ain’t too sweet.” She laughed at her own joke.

“You here every day?” I asked between small sips. One thing I learned in school, somewhere in those long nights, was that if you ask enough of the right questions, the kind of questions that nibble at the issue but don’t directly confront it, people will usually offer what you’re looking for. Knowing what to ask, when to ask it, and most important, how are the beginnings of a pretty good bedside conversation.

“’Cept Sundays when Cici scoops the live bait at Butch’s Bait Shop. Other six days, she works in there.”

She pointed toward the hardware store where a bottleblonde woman with her back turned stood behind the cash register, fingers gliding across the keys, ringing up somebody’s order. She didn’t need to turn around to see us because she was eyeing a three-foot square mirror on the wall above her register that allowed her to see everything going on at Annie’s stand.

“Cici?”

She smiled and pointed again. “Cici’s my aunt. She and my mom were sisters, but my mom never would have stuck her hand in a mess of night crawlers or bloodworms.” Annie noticed my cup was empty, poured me a second, and continued. “So, I’m here most mornings ’til lunch. Then I go upstairs, watch some TV, and take a nap. What about you? What do you do?”

I gave her the usual, which was both true and not true. While my mouth said, “I work on boats,” my mind drifted and spoke to itself: But I will wear my heart upon my sleeve for daws to peck at: I am not what I am.

Her eyes narrowed, and she looked up somewhere above my head. Her breathing was a bit labored, raspy with mucus, marked by a persistent cough that she hid, and strained. As she talked she scooted backward, feeling the contour of the sidewalk with her feet, and sat in the folding director’s chair parked behind her stand. She folded her hands and breathed purposefully while her bow ribbons danced on the sidewalk wind.

I watched her chest rise and fall. The tip of a scar, outlined with staple holes, less than a year old, climbed an inch above the V-neck of her dress and stopped just short of the small pill container that hung on a chain around her neck. She didn’t need to tell me what was in it.

I tapped the five-gallon water jug with my left foot. “What’s the bottle for?”

She patted lightly on her chest, exposing an inch more of the scar. People passed on the sidewalk, but she had tired and was not as talkative. A gray-haired gentleman in a suit exited the real estate office five doors down, trotted uphill, grabbed a cup, squeezed the spout on the cooler, said “Morning, Annie,” and dropped a dollar in the cup and another in the plastic jug at my feet.

“Hi, Mr. Oscar,” she half-whispered. “Thank you. See you tomorrow.”

He patted her on the knee. “See you tomorrow, sweetheart.”

She looked at me and watched him hike farther up the street. “He calls everybody sweetheart.”

I deposited my fifty cents in the cup when she was looking and twenty dollars in the jug when she wasn’t.

For the last eighteen years, maybe longer, I’ve carried several things in either my pockets or along my belt. I carry a brass Zippo lighter, though I’ve never smoked, two pocketknives with small blades, a pouch with various sizes of needles and types of thread, and a Surefire flashlight. A few years ago, I added one more thing. 

She nodded at my flashlight. “George, the sheriff around here, carries a flashlight that looks a lot like that one. And I saw one in an ambulance once too. Are you sure you’re not a policeman or a paramedic?”

I nodded. “I’m sure.”

Several doors down, Dr. Sal Cohen stepped out of his office and began shuffling down the sidewalk. Sal is a Clayton staple, known and loved by everybody. He’s in his midseventies and has been a pediatrician since he passed his boards almost fifty years ago. From his small two-room office, Sal has seen most of the locals in Clayton grow from newborn to adulthood and elsewhere. Tweed jacket, matching vest, a tie he bought thirty years ago, bushy mustache, bushy eyebrows, too much nose and ear hair, long sideburns, big ears, pipe. And he always has candy in his pocket.

Sal shuffled up to Annie, tilted back his tweed hat, and placed his pipe in his left hand as she offered him a cup. He winked at her, nodded at me, and drank slowly. When he had finished the glass, he turned sideways. Annie reached her hand into his coat pocket, pulled out a mint, and smiled. She clutched it with both hands and giggled as if she’d found what no one else ever had.

He tipped his hat, hung his pipe over his bottom lip, and began making his way around the side of his old Cadillac that was parked alongside the sidewalk. Before opening the door, he looked at me. “See you Friday?”

I nodded and smiled.

“I can taste it now,” he said, licking his lips and shaking his head. “Me too.” And I could.

He pointed his pipe at me and said, “Save me a seat if you get there first.”

I nodded, and Sal drove off like an old man—down the middle of the road and hurried by no one.

“You know Dr. Cohen?” Annie asked.

“Yeah.” I thought for a minute, trying to figure out exactly how to put it. “We . . . share a thing for cheeseburgers.”

“Oh,” she said, nodding. “You’re talking about The Well.”

I nodded back.

“Every time I go to see him, he’s either talking about last Friday or looking forward to next Friday. Dr. Cohen loves cheeseburgers.” “He’s not alone,” I said.

“My doctor won’t let me eat them.”

I didn’t agree, but I didn’t tell her that. At least not directly. “Seems sort of criminal to keep a kid from eating a cheeseburger.” She smiled. “That’s what I told him.”

While I finished my drink, she watched me with neither impatience nor worry. Somehow I knew, despite the mountain of money at my feet, that even if I never gave her a penny, she’d pour that lemonade until I either turned yellow or floated off. Problem was, I had longer than she did. Annie’s hope might lie in that bottle, and I had a feeling that her faith in God could move Mount Everest and stop the sun, but absent a new heart, she’d be dead before she hit puberty.

Her eyes traveled up me once, then back down again. “How big are you?” she asked.

“Height or weight?” I asked.

She held her hand flat about eye level. “Height.”

“I’m six feet tall.”

“How old are you?”

“People years or dog years?”

She laughed. “Dog.”

I thought for a minute. “Two hundred fifty-nine.”

She sized me up. “How much do you weigh?”

“English or metric?”

She rolled her eyes and said, “English.”

“Before breakfast or after dinner?”

That stumped her, so she scratched her head, looked up and down the sidewalk and then nodded. “Before breakfast.”

“One hundred seventy-four pounds.”

She looked at me another second. “What size shoe do you wear?” “European or American?”

She pressed her lips together and tried to hide the smile again; then she put her hands on her hips. “American.”

“Eleven.”

She looked at my feet, apparently wondering to herself if I was telling her the truth. Then she straightened her dress, stood up straight, and pressed her chest out over her toes. “Well, I’m seven. I weigh forty-five pounds. I wear a size 6, and I’m three feet, ten inches tall.”

My mind whispered again: O tiger’s heart wrapp’d in a woman’s hide. “So?” I asked.

“You’re bigger than me.”

I laughed. “Just a bit.”

“But—” She stuck her finger in the air like she was checking the direction of the wind. “If I get a new heart, my doctor says I might grow some more.”

I nodded slowly. “Chances are real good.”

“And you know what I’d do with it?”

“The heart or the few extra inches?”

She thought for a moment. “Both.”

“What?”

“I’d be a missionary like my mom and dad.”

The thought of a transplant recipient traipsing through the hot jungles of Africa, hundreds of miles from either a steady diet of medication, preventive medical care, or anyone knowledgeable enough to administer both, was an impossibility that I knew better than to hope for or believe in. “They’d probably be real proud of that.”

She squinted up at me. “They’re in heaven.”

I said nothing for a moment and then offered, “Well, I’m sure they miss you.”

She pressed her thumb into the spout of the cooler and began filling my cup again. “Oh, I miss them too, but I’ll see them again.” She gave me the cup, then held both hands in the air like she was balancing a scale. “In about eighty or ninety years.”

I drank and calculated the impossibility.

She looked up at me again, curiosity pouring out of the cracks around her eyes. “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

I drank the last sip and looked down at her. “Do you do this to all your customers?”

She placed her hands behind her back and unconsciously clicked her heels together like Dorothy in Oz. “Do what?”

“Ask so many questions.”

“Well . . . yeah, I guess so.”

I bent closer, drawing my eyes closer to hers. “My dear, we are the music-makers and we are the dreamers of the dreams.”

“Mr. Shakespeare again?”

“Nope. Willy Wonka.”

She laughed happily.

“Well,” I said, “thank you, Annie Stephens.”

She curtsied again and said, “Good-bye, Mr. Reese. Please come back.”

“I will.”

I crossed the street and picked through my keys to unlock my Suburban. Key in hand, I stared through the windshield, remembering all the others just like her and the magnetic hope that bubbled forth from each, a hope that no power in hell or on earth could ever extinguish.

And there, I remembered that I was once good at something, and that I once knew love. The thought echoed inside me: I am poured out like water, and all My bones are out of joint; My heart is like wax; it is melted within Me.

A strong breeze fell down through the hills and blew east up Savannah Street. It ripped along the old brick buildings, up the sidewalk, through squeaky weather vanes and melodious wind chimes and across Annie’s lemonade stand, where it picked up her Styrofoam cup and scattered almost ten dollars in change and currency across the street. She hopped off her folding chair and began chasing the paper money into the intersection.

I saw it too late, and she never saw it at all.

A bread delivery truck traveling right past me down South Main caught a green light and accelerated, creating a backfire and puff of white smoke. I could hear its radio playing bluegrass and see the driver stuffing a Twinkie into his mouth as he turned through the intersection and held up his hand to block the sun. Then he must have seen the yellow of Annie’s dress. He slammed on the brakes, locked up the back tires, and began spinning and hopping sideways. The farther the truck turned sideways, the more the tires hopped atop the asphalt.

Annie turned to face the noise and froze. She dropped the money in her hand, which fluttered across the street like monarch butterflies, and lost control of her bladder. She never made a peep because the tightness in her throat squelched any sound.

The driver screamed, “Oh, sweet Jesus, Annie!” He turned the wheel as hard as it would turn and sent the back bumper of the truck into the right-front quarter panel of a parked Honda Accord. 

The truck deflected off the Honda just before the flat side of the panel truck hit Annie square in the chest. The noise of her body hitting the hollow side of that truck sounded like a cannon.

She managed to raise one hand, taking most of the blow, and began rolling backward like a yellow bowling ball, her hat sailing in one direction, her legs and body flying in the other. She came to rest with a thud on the other side of the street beneath a Ford pickup, her left forearm snapped in two like a toothpick. The tail end of that easterly breeze caught the bottom of her dress and blew it up over her face. She lay unmoving, pointed downhill, her yellow dress now spotted red.

I got to her first, followed quickly by the lady behind the cash register, who was crazy-eyed and screaming uncontrollably. Within two seconds a crowd amassed.

Annie’s eyes were closed, her frame limp, and her skin translucent and white. Her tongue had collapsed into her airway and was choking her, causing her face to turn blue while her body faded to sheet white. Unsure whether her spinal cord had sustained injury, I held her neck still and used my handkerchief to pull her tongue forward, clearing her airway and allowing her lungs to suck in air. I knew even the slightest movement of her neck risked further injury to her spine, if indeed her spine was injured, but I had to clear the airway. No air, no life. Given my options, I chose.

With Annie’s chest rising and falling, I checked the pulse along her carotid artery, and with the other hand unclipped my flashlight and lit her pupils. While I watched her eyes, I stuck the flashlight in my mouth, stripped the Polar heart monitor from my chest, and placed the transmitter across her sternum. The pulse reading on my watch immediately changed from 62 to 156. I felt for the point of maximal impulse and then percussed the borders of her heart by tapping with my two hands and discovered what I already knew—her heart was nearly 50 percent bigger than it ought to be.

The lady from the cash register saw me place my hands around Annie’s prepubescent chest and slapped me hard across the face. “Get your hands off her, you sick pervert!”

I didn’t have time to explain, so I held the transmitter in place and kept monitoring Annie’s eyes. Cash-register Lady saw Annie’s pupils and her swollen tongue and squatted down next to Annie. She jerked the necklace off the girl’s neck, pouring the tiny contents of the pill container across Annie’s stomach and sending something else shiny, maybe gold, beneath the truck, lost in the muck alongside the gutter. She grabbed two pills and reached to place them beneath Annie’s tongue. Keeping one hand on Annie’s neck, and my eyes trained on Annie, I grabbed the woman’s hand, clasped my fingers about hers, and spoke calmly. “If you place those in her mouth, you’ll kill her.”

The woman’s eyes lit up and the panic rose, bulging the veins in her neck. She was strong and nearly pulled her hand away, but I held tight and continued to watch Annie.

“Get your hand off me. You’ll kill her.” She looked at the crowd that had formed around us. “He’s killing her! He’s gonna kill Annie!” 

Two big men in faded overalls and John Deere baseball hats, who had been eating at the café, stepped toward me.

“Mister, you better git yer hands off’n that little girl. We knows Annie, but we ain’t knowin’ you.”

He was nearly twice my size, and this was no time for words, but I was the only one who knew this. Holding tight to the woman’s hand, I turned and kicked the bigger of the two squarely in the groin, sending him to his toes and then his knees.

The second man put his huge paw on my shoulder and said, “Fella, tha’s my brother and you shouldn’ta done that.”

With my free hand, I drilled him as hard as I could square in the gut, which was no small target, and he too dropped, gasping and blowing his breakfast across the sidewalk.

I turned to the woman, who was still screaming and pleading with the crowd. “He’s gonna kill her! Annie’s dying! For God’s sake!”

This was getting worse. I pried open her hand with my other, but made no attempt to take the pills. I looked her in the eyes and said calmly, “Use half—of one.”

She looked confused and unable to process.

The bigger brother had made it to his knees and was about to put a hand on me, when I kicked him solidly in the gut, but not hard enough to break a rib.

She looked down at Annie and at the tractor twins at my feet. Her face told me that whatever I was telling her was not equating with what she had either read or been told in the past.

“But . . . ,” she started.

I nodded reassuringly. “Start with half, then let’s monitor. If you place that much nitroglycerin beneath that child’s tongue, her pressure will drop so low that we’ll never get it back up.” I let go of her hand. “Use half.”

The woman bit the pill in half, spitting out one half like the top of a musket load and placing the other beneath Annie’s tongue. Annie was conscious; her eyes were having difficulty focusing, and her arm hung like that of a string puppet. There was a lot going on around me—people, horns, and a distant siren—but I was trained on three things: pulse, pupils, and airway.

The nitro dissolved and color soon filled Annie’s cheeks—the result of expanded blood vessels, increased blood flow, and oxygen to the extremities.

The woman spoke softly. “Annie? Annie?” She patted Annie’s hand. “Hold on, baby. Help’s coming. Hold on. They’re coming. I can hear them now.”

Annie nodded and tried to smile. Her pulse had quickened slightly but remained somewhat erratic.

While the siren grew closer, I gauged how long it would take them to arrive, diagnose and stabilize, and then transport. That meant Annie was about twelve minutes from the emergency room. 

With Annie blinking and looking at the people around her, I spoke again to the cashier. “Now, the other half.”

Annie opened her mouth, and the woman placed the other half beneath her tongue. When that had dissolved, I pulled my own vial out of my pocket, emptied its contents, and handed her one small baby aspirin.

“Now this.”

She did as instructed. I unclasped the watch end of my heartrate monitor and re-clasped it about Annie’s wrist. Even on the last hole, it was loose.

While the sirens grew closer, I looked at the woman across from me and pointed at the watch and the transmitter across Annie’s chest. “This goes with that. It’s making a record of what’s going on with her heart. The ER doc, if he’s any good, will know what to do with it.”

She nodded and pushed Annie’s sweat and mud-caked hair out of her eyes and behind her ears.

The paramedics arrived ten seconds later and jumped along-side me. Seeing me in control, they first looked at me.

I wasted no time. “Blunt trauma. Flail segment left chest wall, cleared airway, spontaneous respiration is 37. Felt crepitus, suggesting subcutaneous emphysema, suspicious of partial pneumothorax left side.”

The young EMT looked at me with a dazed expression on his face. I explained, “I think she dropped a lung.”

He nodded, and I continued, “Heart rate 155, but irregular. Brief LOC, now GCS 12.”

He interrupted me. “She had her bell rung.”

I continued, “She’s had 0.2 sublingual nitro times two, five minutes apart.” I pointed to her midsternal chest scar. “Post open-heart. Possibly, twelve months ago. And”—I looked at my watch—“polar heart-rate monitor in place and recording for seven minutes.”

He nodded, stepped in, and began placing an oxygen mask over her mouth.

Behind me, the tractor twins sat wide-eyed and openmouthed. Having made sense of me, they made no attempt to pull me away. And that was good. Because I had the feeling that had they really wanted to, they could have. Surprise had been my asset, and it was gone.

The medic monitored Annie’s pupils, told her to breathe normally, and began wrapping the blood pressure cuff around her right biceps, while the second paramedic returned with a hard collar and a backboard. Two minutes later, careful not to aggravate her arm, they had inserted an IV with saline fluids to help elevate her pressure, loaded her into the ambulance, sat Aunt Cici alongside, and were driving toward the Rabun County Hospital. As they shut the door, her aunt was stroking Annie’s hair and whispering in her ear.

While the street cleared and police questioned the driver of the panel truck, the locals milled along the sidewalks, hands in pockets, shaking their heads and pointing up toward the intersection and down into the wind.

I turned to the two guys behind me and extended a hand to help the first up. “No hard feelings?”

The bigger of the two took my hand, and I strained to help him up. He pointed toward the ambulance. “We thought you ’as goin’ to hurt Annie.”

My eyes followed the ambulance out of sight. I spoke almost to myself, “No sir. Not hardly.” I helped the other to his feet, and the two walked off shaking their heads, straightening their caps, and adjusting the straps on their overalls.

Behind me, an older gentleman, wearing a brimmed hat and Carhartt overalls, and whose boots smelled of diesel fuel, mumbled, “When’s that girl gonna get a break?” He spat with precision, a straight stream of black juice into the gutter. “Of all the people in this town, why her? Life just ain’t fair. ’Tain’t fair a’tall.” He spat again, staining the street, and stepped off down the sidewalk. 

When the crowd thinned, I crept alongside the curb, found what I was looking for, and slipped it into my pocket. It was worn and had something printed on the back side. The sound of the siren had faded into the distance, and on the air were the smells of cinnamon, peach cobbler, barbecue, and diesel exhaust. And maybe the hint of Confederate jasmine. As I drove away, a line formed at the water cooler jug as people silently dropped in bills on their way back to work.



Chapter 2

Nine months passed before I found the key. She had placed it in the bottom of a wooden box that I’d had since childhood, beneath a tattered and dusty copy of Tennyson. The name of the bank was printed on the side of the key chain, as was the number of the box.

Charlie and I drove to the bank together. The teller fetched a manager, who checked my ID, led us into a small room with a table and four chairs, and disappeared. He returned quickly with an ashen face and some papers for me to sign. I did, and he dis-appeared again, reappearing a few moments later with a small locked box. He left, pulling the curtain behind him while Charlie sat quietly, hands on knees, posture perfect, waiting patiently. I inserted the key and turned it. The click turned Charlie’s head. I flipped open the top, and inside sat three letters, all addressed to me. The handwriting was unmistakable.

The front of the first letter read To be opened now. The second read After one year. And the third After two years. I held the first in my hands, ran my finger beneath the flap, and pulled out two pages. The first sheet was a copy of the beneficiary assignment page for a $100,000 whole-life insurance policy that Emma’s father had taken out on her when she was just a child. Evidently he had acquired it before anyone knew about her condition, and neither of them had ever told me about it. The second page was a letter. I sat down in

Chapter 2 the chair next to Charlie and started. Reese, if you’re reading this, then it didn’t take. That means I am gone, and you are alone . . .

My eyes blurred, my face grew numb, and I crumbled like a house of cards. Charlie and an older security guard carried me out of the bank and placed me on a park bench where I tucked myself into a fetal ball and shook for nearly an hour.

Later that day, I finished the letter. Then I read it again, and again. Knowing she had written it in advance was a stone in my stomach. At the end of the letter she’d written: Reese, don’t keep this letter. I know you, don’t live that way. Set it free. Let it catch a tender breeze and sail away like Ulysses did so many times when we were kids.

I closed my eyes and could feel her frail, almost translucent, palm on my face, searching to strengthen me—strength despite such weakness.

Obediently I traced and cut a thin pine board, drilled and tapped in the mast—a balsam dowel—folded the letter, threaded the mast through it to form a sail, glued a one-inch candle to the oak board beneath the letter, and doused the board around it in lighter fluid. I lit the candle and shoved it off into the gentle but wide current of the Tallulah. It floated away, fifty yards, then a hundred, where finally the candle burned down, lit the fluid that had puddled around it, and ignited the entire thing. The blaze climbed five or six feet in the air, a thin stream of ash and white smoke climbed higher, and then the small ship turned, tilted sideways, disappeared beneath the bubbles, and sank almost eighty feet, coming to rest on the long-ago buried town of Burton at the bottom of the lake.

I counted the days until the first anniversary, woke before the sun, and flew down to the dock, where I ripped open the envelope, wrapped my face in the letter, and breathed. I devoured every word, every hint of her smell. I imagined the small twitches in the way her mouth would have shaped and formed the words, the tilt of her neck, and the invitation behind her eyes. I could hear her voice, then her whisper, just below the breeze off the lake.

Dear Reese,

I was reading this morning before you woke. The words reminded me. I wanted to wake you, but you were sleeping so hard. I watched you breathe, listened to your heart and felt mine, for the ten-thousandth time, trying to catch the rhythm of yours. Always so steady, so strong. I ran my finger along the crease in your palm and marveled at the power and tenderness there. I knew the moment I met you, and even more now, God touched you. Promise me you’ll never forget. Promise me you’ll remember. “To bind up the broken-hearted.” That’s your job. That’s what you do. My being gone doesn’t change that. You healed me years ago. “Above all else . . .”

Ever yours, 
Emma

I spent the day looking out over the lake, running my fingers along the lines of the letter, rewriting it a hundred times, knowing her hand had made the same movements. Finally, at dark, I cut another board, secured the mast, doused the bow and stern, and shoved her off. The single light disappeared into the darkness, finally igniting into a floating inferno almost two hundred yards away. Then, without warning, the flame toppled and disappeared like a flaming arrow shot across the wall.

Another year passed, and I counted down the days like a kid to Christmas—or a convict walking death row for the last time. I didn’t need to wake because I hadn’t slept, but when morning finally came I walked slowly to the dock, dead man walking, and placed my finger inside the flap. Deliberating. Stuck somewhere between no hope and all hell. If I slid my finger one way, I’d know the last words she’d ever written. One last tender moment alone. A moment we never had. All that separated me from her last words was a little dried glue and a lifetime of closure.

I held the letter up to the sun, saw the faint traces of her handwriting hidden behind the envelope, but could make out no words. I slid my finger out from beneath the flap, recreased the fold with my thumb and index finger, and placed the letter in my shirt pocket.

Another year passed, bringing with it another Fourth of July. The outside of the envelope had yellowed and wrinkled, now smelled like my sweat, and the writing had faded, accentuated by a coffee stain below the flap. Four years had passed since I first found the letters, but seldom had five minutes elapsed that I hadn’t thought about her, that day, that evening, or how she’d run her fingers through my hair and told me to get some sleep. How I tried to turn back time, to fly around the earth like Superman, to pray like Joshua or Hezekiah and stop the sun.

But there are no do-overs in life.

Near dusk, a male cardinal perched on a limb nearby, tuned up, and reminded me of my task. I swung between the earth and the heavens, suspended by the sun-faded, wind-torn, and tattered fingers of the hammock. Reluctantly I returned the letter to my shirt pocket and unrolled the newspaper. I tapped the dowel into place, threaded the substitute sail over the mast, doused the base of the ship in lighter fluid, and gently placed the candle atop the deck. Above me, and spread across the northern tip of the lake, a shot-gun pattern of fireworks filled the night sky, silencing the crickets. Somewhere south along the lake, little kids screamed and waved sparklers in circles that blurred into golden, burning circus rings where imaginary tigers roamed and jumped.

FIVE YEARS HAVE PASSED SINCE I FOUND THE KEY. MY ONLY link now to the outside world is a P.O. box in Atlanta that sends all my mail to another P.O. box in Clayton, but not before it’s rerouted through a no-questions-asked mail-it center in Los Angeles. If you send me an overnight package, it’ll cross the country twice and get to me about two weeks later. For all practical purposes,  I don’t exist, and no one knows if I come or go. Except Charlie. And what he knows of my secret is safe with him.

In my house, there are no mirrors.

I steadied my small craft, shoved her off, and the silent Tallulah caught her. A gentle breeze wobbled her, she straightened, turned to starboard, and the flame licked the night, climbing upward. The candle burned down, spilling flame across the decks and lighting the sky like a blue shooting star. She blazed, burned herself out, and then disappeared into the silent deep, sounding the echoes of remembrance throughout a hollow and shattered heart.



Chapter 3

Ten minutes in the waiting room of the Rabun County Hospital emergency room filled in many of the missing pieces. Most folks around Clayton, Georgia, had heard the story of Annie Stephens. Parents were missionaries, killed two years ago in a civil war in Sierra Leone; Annie had a twin sister, but she died a year before her parents—from genetic heart complications. Annie now lives with her aunt Cindy and became a viable transplant candidate months ago after the last surgery did little to improve her condition and her ejection fraction dropped below 15 per-cent—the final straw. Her doctors in Atlanta gave her six months almost eighteen months ago. And because she has no insurance, she’s filled that five-gallon water jug seven times, raising over $17,000 to help cover the cost of her own surgery.

I was right when I said she’d never make it to puberty.

Normally, a small hospital like this would not have a Level 2 trauma center attached to it, but a quick look around told me that Sal Cohen had a lot to do with it. A brass plaque on the wall read Sal Cohen Emergency Medical Wing. Around Clayton, the story is legendary. About forty years ago, Dr. Sal lost a kid because the hospital didn’t have enough of the right equipment. Two kids, premature twins, and only one incubator. He got mad about it, and two incubators have grown into the best trauma unit north of Atlanta. Cindy McReedy pushed open the two swinging doors marked Medical Staff Only and walked into the waiting room. She stood on a chair, subconsciously picked at the sleeves of her plaid cotton shirt, crossed her arms as if she were cold—or not real good at speaking to groups—and waited while the room quieted down. She looked like she was about six months behind in her sleep and was juggling about eight more bowling pins than she could handle. I’d seen that look before; it would not get better before it got worse. She waved her arms above the crowd, and the tractor twins starting telling everybody to “Shhhhh!”

Cindy wiped her eyes and tucked her hair behind her ears. “Annie’ll be okay. The arm is a clean break . . . um, snapped . . . but they put her to sleep, set it, and placed it in a cast. She just woke a few minutes ago and asked for a Popsicle.”

Everybody smiled.

Cindy continued, “The arm’ll heal, albeit slowly. Doc Cohen’s with her now, letting her dig through his coat pocket.”

Everybody smiled again. Most every hand in the room had dug through that same pocket.

“As for her heart, we won’t know for a few days. Annie’s tough, but . . .” She paused. “We . . . the doctors . . . they just don’t know. We’ll have to wait and see.” She folded her arms again and looked over the crowd. She wiped away a tear and half-laughed. “Annie’s real lucky that stranger got to her before I did. If it weren’t for him . . . well, Annie wouldn’t be here.”

A few eyes turned to look at me.

Out of the crowd somebody yelled, “Cindy, did you talk with the folks at St. Joe’s, and will they finally move her up on the dang list? Ain’t she considered critical by now?”

Cindy shook her head. “The problem’s not them, but us . . . or rather, Annie. After her last surgery and that whole thing”—Cindy waved her hands as though she were brushing bread crumbs off a picnic table—“Annie won’t let them activate her name until she’s found the right doctor.”

A tall guy next to me spoke up and said, “But Cindy, for the love of Betsy! Override the little squirt! It’s in her own best inter-est. She’ll thank you when it’s over.”

Cindy nodded. “I’d like to, Billy, but it’s a little more complicated than that.”

It always is, I thought to myself.

Cindy lowered her voice. “Annie’s only got one more of these in her. I’m not sure she could make it through another recovery. Everything about the next one has got to be absolutely right because . . .” She looked at her feet again, then back at Billy. “It’ll probably be the last.”

The short, squatty woman standing next to the tall man smacked him with her pocketbook, and he shoved his hands into his pockets.

Cindy continued. “Her cardiologist is on his way up here now from Atlanta. Should be here in an hour or so. We’ll know more once he’s finished with her. After that, we’ve still got to find a doc-tor who’s good enough and who’ll take the risk and operate. We’ve still got the same hurdles: we need a heart, and not only have we got to find someone who will take Annie, but that Annie will take. Her chances, according to the books, even with the best of doctors, are in the single digits, and . . .” Cindy looked over her shoulder and lowered her voice again. “They’re not getting any better.”

The room got real quiet. If there had been a consensus of hope, it was gone now.

Cindy looked her age, maybe thirty-five, and I gathered that her matter-of-factness was a product of both personality and life’s lessons. Maybe it was how she dealt with it. She’d been through a few battles, and you could hear it in her voice, see it in her face. Sandyblonde hair to her shoulders, held up in a simple ponytail by a green rubber band fresh off the newspaper.

No makeup. Strong back, long lines. Rigid and stern, but also graceful. Cold but quietly beautiful. Complicated and busy, but also in need. More like an onion than a banana. Her eyes looked like the green that sits just beneath the peel of an avocado, and her lips like the red part of the peach that sits up next to the seed. Her plaid shirt, tattered jeans, ponytail, and crossed arms said she was function over form, but I had a feeling that, like any woman in her position, she hid much of her form because her time was consumed with function. She reminded me of Meryl Streep working the rows of coffee plants in Out of Africa.

Beauty is mysterious as well as terrible. God and devil are fighting there, and the battlefield is the heart of man.

She stepped down off the chair, saying, “Any news, and I’ll post it on the store window.” She looked at an older gentleman who stood off to one side, listening closely. “That okay with you, Mr. Dillahunt?”

He nodded and said, “You just call Mabel, and she’ll print any-thing you want.”

As the crowd thinned, Cindy made her way to the Coke machine and started fumbling for coins. She was all thumbs, spilling pennies around her feet and not getting any closer to finding the correct change.

The voices inside my head were at all-out war with one another. While they fought it out inside me, I dug four quarters from my pocket and held out my palm.

She turned to face me and looked like she was trying to hold off a cold shiver. She pushed a few strands of hair out of her face (they immediately fell back where they’d been), took the quarters, and punched the button for a Diet Coke. The circles beneath her eyes told me she was tired, so I unscrewed the cap on the plastic bottle and handed it to her. She sipped, looked across the top of the Coke bottle at me, and said, “Thank you, again.” She looked at the floor, dug the toe of her shoe into a worn spot in the terrazzo, and then looked at me. “Doc Cohen tells me I owe you an apology.”

I shook my head. “Doctors aren’t always right.”

“Sal usually is,” she said.

We stood in silence a minute, not knowing what to say.

“Annie’s got this real good doctor in Atlanta. I just hung up the phone with him, and he said he’s anxious to read the information off that strap-looking thing you placed over her heart. He said not many people are walking around with those things.”

“They can come in handy.”

She crossed her arms, held her chin high, and looked out the window. “Sal told me I could’ve killed her.”

“Reese,” I said, offering my hand. “We kind of skipped this step back there in the street.”

“I’m sorry.” She wiped her hand on her jeans and extended it toward me. “At one time I actually did have a few manners. Cindy McReedy.” She pointed through the double doors. “I’m Annie’s aunt. She’s my sister’s daughter.”

“Cici. I heard.”

We stood for a moment while the room gossiped around us. She pointed to my clothes. “I’ve met a lot of paramedics in the last few years, and you don’t look like any of them. How’d you know what to do?”

A full-length wall mirror next to the Coke machine showed my reflection. She was right. I looked like someone who’d been hanging Sheetrock. To make matters worse, I hadn’t shaved in more than five years. Except for the eyes, I was almost unrecognizable to myself.

“When I was a kid, I hung around the ER. Cleaning, doing whatever. Eventually, they let me ride in the fire truck, and we were usually first on the scene. You know, sirens, trucks, big chain saws.”

She smiled, which meant she was either buying it or too tired not to.

“Then I worked the moonlight shift during college to help pay for books and classes.” I shrugged. “It’s like riding a bike.” That much was true. I wasn’t lying—yet.

“Your memory’s better than mine,” she said.

I needed to reroute this. I smiled. “To be totally honest, it was the sirens and flashing lights that I liked best. I still keep my nose in it.” Again, both statements were true, but they barely skimmed the surface.

“Well . . .” She crossed her arms tighter as if she were getting colder. “Thank you for today . . . for what you did.”

“Oh, I almost forgot.” I reached into my pocket and held out the small golden sandal that had been looped around Annie’s neck before Cindy flung it into the gutter. “You dropped this . . . in the street.”

Cindy held out her hand and, when she saw what it held, fought back more tears. I handed her my handkerchief, and she wiped off her face. “It was my sister’s. They sent it back in an envelope from Africa once they . . . once they found the bodies.”

She paused and let the hair fall over her eyes. This woman had done some living in the last decade, and she wore most of it.

“Annie’s worn it since the day it came in the mail.” She slid it gently into her pocket. “Thank you . . . a third time.” She looked back toward the two double doors. “I’d better get back. Annie’s gonna start to wonder.”

I nodded, and Cindy walked away. I followed her with my voice. “I wonder if I could come back in a couple of days, maybe bring a teddy bear or something.”

She turned, tucked the loose strands behind her ears, and began tying the front of her shirt in a knot at her waist. “Yes, but . . .” She looked around the room and whispered, “No bears. Everybody brings bears. Don’t tell anyone, but I’ve started giving them away myself.” She nodded. “Come back, but be creative. A giraffe maybe, but no bears.”

I walked to the parking lot, trying not to notice the smell of the hospital.



Chapter 4

My alarm sounded at 2:00 a.m. I slipped down the dock and jumped into the lake. Cold, yes, but it got the blood flowing. After my swim, I juiced some carrots and apples, added a beet, some parsley, and a piece of celery for what has been called “protective measure,” and then followed it with a baby aspirin. By three I had added enough temporary hair dye to turn my light brown hair almost totally black and then accented my sideburns and beard with enough gray to add twenty-five years to my profile. A little before three thirty I drove out to the road, looking like no one I’d ever met but in plenty of time to beat the traffic and make my 5:30 a.m. flight out of Atlanta.

I sat at the gate in B concourse waiting for the flight attendants to call my row. I don’t like airports. Never have. When I find myself wondering what hell must be like, I’m reminded of the terminals in Atlanta. Thousands of people, most of whom don’t know one another, crammed into a limited space, all in a hurry and trying desperately to get out. No one really wants to be there because it’s simply a mandatory delay, a non-place—you’re not home and neither is anyone else. Everybody’s just passing through. In some ways, much like a hospital.

We landed in Jacksonville, Florida, and I drove a rental car to the Sea Turtle Inn at Jacksonville Beach, where the conference started promptly at 8:00 a.m. I checked in, slicked my hair straight back, added more gray around the edges, splashed some Skin Bracer on my face, and tied a double Windsor knot that shortened my tie to two inches above my belt. My coat was too small, sleeves too short, and my pant legs were hemmed at noticeably different lengths. The pants and jacket were both navy but mismatched, from two different suits I had bought at the consignment shop, and my wingtips were double-soled and twenty-five years out of style. I slid on my thick, horn-rimmed glasses, which contained no prescriptive benefit whatsoever, kept my eyes to myself, and steadied myself on an old worn cane.

I stayed in the bathroom until after everyone had left, walked in after the announcements had been made, sat in the back, spoke to no one, and gave no one the opportunity to speak to me. And, after all, what is a lie? ’Tis but the truth in masquerade.

The keynote speaker was a man I’d read much about, who had also written much and who was now considered one of the leaders in his field. I’d heard him at a few other conferences around the country, but despite my interest, and the fact that he was just slightly wrong in a few areas, my mind was else-where. The window to my left looked out over the Atlantic, which was calm, rolled with sets of small waves and dotted with pelicans and the occasional porpoise or surfer. By the time I looked back at the podium, the group had recessed for lunch. I can’t tell you what the man talked about, because all morning I had been thinking about a little girl in a yellow dress, the taste of that lemonade, and the engraved reference on the back side of the sandal.

These conferences served two purposes: they kept guys like me current on the latest information, the practices and techniques that don’t make it into the journals but take place every day; and they brought colleagues together so they could catch up and pat one another on the back. I know lots of these people. Or, rather, knew. Even worked pretty closely with a few. Fortunately, they couldn’t recognize me now even if they sat down beside me.

Which is exactly what happened just after lunch. I was sitting two rows from the back in a sparsely populated and poorly lit area of the room when Sal Cohen shuffled down my row and pointed at the seat next to me. What in the world is he doing here?

I nodded and kept my eyes pinned forward. The slide show continued for almost two hours wherein Sal fluctuated between deep interest and deep sleep accompanied by a slight snore.

At three in the afternoon, a new speaker mounted the podium. He had performed about four years of research on a new procedure, now called the “Mitch-Purse Procedure,” which had become the new buzzword among most of the men and women in this room. It was especially fashionable now that a doctor in Baltimore had been the first person to successfully pull it off. I had no inter-est in his discussion and really didn’t care if somebody had figured out how to make it work, so I excused myself and bought a cup of coffee in the lobby. Shortly after five in the afternoon, they concluded the one-day conference, credited my attendance, and I drove back to the airport for my flight home. And yes, I was a bit worried that Sal had booked the same flight home. I checked the flight roster before boarding, and Sal’s name didn’t appear. If it had, I would have missed the flight and found another carrier. We landed in Atlanta, and after a few delays and a wreck in the north-bound lane of the Beltway, it was after midnight when I got home. 

Across the lake, Charlie’s house was dark, but that meant little. His house was often dark. I heard the faint sound of his harmonica echoing through the walls. A few minutes after I arrived, the sound stopped and the night fell quiet. All except the crickets. They tuned up and sang me to sleep—which took about thirty seconds.



Chapter 5

Icracked the boathouse door at 5:00 a.m. and smelled Noxzema. Charlie didn’t like a sore butt, so he rubbed Noxzema on the chamois of his shorts before we got into the boat. It was dark, but I could see his stumpy form sprawled across the boathouse floor, stretching. I could also see the wet footprints shining through the dark, showing me where he’d climbed out of the water and into the boathouse. He had been doing Pilates for years and could pretty well hook his heel behind his head when he wanted. Most limber human being I’d ever met. Also one of the strongest.

Next to him sat Georgia, his yellow Lab. He never went any-where without her. Her tail flapped the wooden floor and let me know she was happy to see me.

The wood floor creaked below me, telling Charlie of my arrival, but I imagine he’d heard me coming before I cracked the door. The edge of the lake lapped the rock bulkhead below and sounded off the hollow chamber of wood three feet above it. I turned on a fluorescent light above one of my workbenches, and Charlie smiled but didn’t say a word.

On one side sat the two-man scull. I tapped it, and Charlie nodded. It weighed only about eighty pounds, but at over twenty-five feet long, it took two of us to get it into the water. Charlie grabbed the bow and I the stern. He backed down the ramp and slid his end into the glassy, still water.

I pulled the boat alongside the dock and patted Charlie on the shoulder.

He said, “’Morning to you too.”

He grabbed the ladder, found the boat with his toe, and climbed down, strapping his feet into the bindings in front of him. I grabbed the oars and slipped carefully into the seat up front. I strapped on my “spare” heart-rate monitor while Charlie tapped his fingers on the oars—Morse code for I’m ready to go now! We pushed off, dipped the oars in, feathered as the water droplets from the blades painted the lake in half circles, and pulled out of the small finger that accented the northern tip of Lake Burton.

The silence hung warm around us. Charlie whispered over his shoulder, accompanied by a half smirk, “You had a long day yesterday.”

“Uh-huh.” Another dip, another pull, another feather.

The muscles in Charlie’s back rippled down from his neck, around his shoulders, and into his ribs in a concert of taut human tissue.

“What’d you wear?” he said, now with full smirk.

“Same thing,” I said.

Charlie shook his head and said nothing more as we folded and unfolded into a rhythmic pulse.

Tip to tip from Jones Bridge to Burton Dam is nine miles. Most mornings we do all of it. Down and back. Charlie and I are a pretty good match. I’m taller and leaner, he’s thicker and stouter, but I’d never cross him in a dark alley. Whereas my VO2 max is greater—meaning I have a larger heart and lung capacity and can consume more oxygen over a longer period of time—Charlie’s got another gear in his body that’s not subject to the laws of physics or anatomy, the kind that’s buried deep down and allows ordinary people to do extraordinary things. Like win a state wrestling championship by pinning the number-one-ranked wrestler in the country—twice.

It was a double-elimination tournament, and since his opponent had never lost in high school matches, Charlie had to wrestle him twice. The first time he pinned him in the second period, and in the second match he tied the guy in a knot like a pretzel and pinned him in the first minute. What made it even more impressive was that while his opponent was a senior, Charlie was a sophomore. Starting with that one, Charlie won three state championships  and never lost another match in high school.

With the current of the Tallulah pushing us along, Charlie sank his oars in, pulled hard, and shot us southward. The jolt told me he was feeling pretty good and that today would hurt. And if it hurt this much with the river, it would hurt that much more coming back against it.

Canoeing or sculling the river can be tricky after 7:00 a.m. when the motorboats appear, so we go in the early morning. Sudden changes in weather are as common as the sun, but nobody knows when to predict them. Because of the surrounding mountains, unexpected gusts and tornadoes can rip across the lake and sink any- and everything. In 1994, some years before we moved up here, a “supercell” of tornadoes known as the Palm Sunday Killer ripped through here, and everybody remembers not only the sound but all the debris that floated down the lake for days after-ward. The bodies that once lived in the homes didn’t float down-stream, because most of them were so full of holes from flying limbs and shingles that they sank to the bottom where the old town of Burton used to sit.

Rowing is a sport unlike any other. On the surface, it’s the only one where you don’t constantly look ahead. More often than not, where you’ve been—your hindsight—tells you where you’re going. In track and field, sprinters and hurdlers look like locomotives at full speed—their arms and legs pounding the track and air like rods and pistons. In football, players spin about like battering rams or bumper cars. And soccer is an anthill of players caught between a ballet and a bullfight. But in rowing, the man in the scull is something of a spring.

To understand this, open the back of a wristwatch while the coils of the hairspring open and close. In rowing, the body falls into a groove, albeit a painful one, whereby the rower repeats exactly the same pulse over and over and over again. He crouches into a spring, knees tucked into his chest with arms extended, having sucked in as much air as his lungs will allow. He digs in, pushing with his legs and starting the long pull with his arms, expelling air throughout the pull. He reaches full extension, spent, and gorges on air as deeply as his lungs will let him. At the top of his pull, the rower lifts his blades and pulls his knees into his chest once again, sucking in air the entire way back down the boat, only to return and unselfishly empty himself once again.

It is much like the beating of a human heart. So demanding is the action of rowing on the human body that some rowers pump half again as much air through their lungs during the course of a race as most any other athlete in the world. That’s why rowers tend to be giants with broad wingspans and lungs like zeppelins.

Which is a good picture of Charlie. If he were a bird, he might be a condor. Or better yet, an albatross.

The joy of rowing comes in the movement. The scull is long and narrow, so it glides across the water at terrific speeds. The combination of blades, outriggers, and gliding seat combine like a percussion section to create a clink-clunk-hiss noise that sounds a rhythmic tempo across the water. Even though you sit backward, you’re somehow aware of your surroundings, guiding the bow with the eyes in the back of your head. Steering is as much a feel as it is a response. Every few pulls you look behind you to print the panorama like a photograph in your mind. Then, turning back, you watch the wrinkling line where your keel has cut the water and the big round pools of ripples poked into the lake by your blades. With every successive pull, the pools you’re making grow and grow until eventually they overlap and combine.

We settled into our rhythm and glided through the mouths of Dick’s Creek, Timpson Creek, and Moccasin Creek. Beads of sweat cascaded off my nose. My heart-rate monitor told me I was near the tip of my target zone, and Charlie’s sweat-soaked back and expanding lungs told me he was too. The feeling of rowing in concert with another, soaked in sweat, painful but comfortable with your own effort, is a feeling unlike any other. It’s the “runner’s high” times two. Maybe three.

Just because I sit in front and am technically responsible for steering doesn’t mean that Charlie doesn’t know where he is. We had passed Murray Cove and Billy Goat Island and pulled past Cherokee Creek when Charlie asked, “You see the dam yet?”

“Five or six more pulls.”

“We’re getting slower. We’d better pick it up if we’re gonna try to win the Burton Rally this year. I hear those Atlanta guys are coming back.”

The Burton Rally was a bridge-to-dam race that Charlie and I had competed in for the last four years, placing third the first year and second every year since. Our nemesis was a duo of ex-Olympians from Atlanta. They were good, but we were gaining. Or at least they were letting us think we were. Their advantage, aside from the fact that they were just better, was a Kevlar boat that weighed about half as much as ours. But we liked our boat. For one race a year, the HMS Emma managed just fine.

Charlie pulled hard and jolted us forward.

I asked, “You feeling rested this morning?”

Charlie leaned in closer and placed one finger in the air. “I am only one, but still I am one. I cannot do everything, but still I can do something. I will not refuse to do the something I can do.”

I smiled. What Shakespeare did for me, Helen Keller did for Charlie.

Gliding atop the water is a freeing experience—it’s all future, all possibility, where the record of the past lasts only a few seconds and then is gone forever. At the dam we sat up, coasted, and drank the air. The only sound was the alarm on my heart-rate monitor telling me I was outside my target zone. Charlie heard the alarm and smiled, but said nothing because his alarm was sounding too. I turned us as sunlight began to light the water and burn off the morning steam. Spirals like miniature tornadoes rose in swirls all around us, forming little clouds and adding to the warm sweat that draped us like a liquid blanket.

It was a common sight, and one that reminded me that, despite all the ugliness and all the horror, beauty survived, and Emma would have loved it. It reminded me of another such morning, when I woke early, boiled the water, brought her a cup of tea, and then helped her down to the bank. She sat with her knees tucked into her chest, hugging me with one arm and her cup with the other. I wrapped her feet in a fleece blanket while she just shook her head at the sight in front of her. Taking a sip of tea, she kissed me, leaned her head on my shoulder, and whispered, “That which we cannot speak about, we must pass over in silence.”

At the time I had not read Wittgenstein, but I have read him many times since.

Charlie felt me pause and whispered over his shoulder, “A pretty morning.”

“Yeah.” I paused, drinking it in again. “She would’ve loved it.” Charlie nodded and sipped from the air as the water and history  slid beneath us.

Back at the dock, he climbed out of the scull and felt his way along the sides of the boathouse until he got his bearings.

“You got it?” I asked.

“Yup, I’m good. Just seeing where I am.”

Charlie sees mostly with his hands and ears because his eyes are useless. Other than lightning during a storm, fireworks on the Fourth, or looking directly into the sun, he’s as blind as a bat. That too happened five years ago, but we don’t ever talk about it. The reason for his sudden blindness is well-known between us, but the reason behind the reason is not.

And this explains Georgia. She’s a seeing-eye dog that I got for him as a Christmas present, once we were certain his sight wasn’t returning. I tucked her under the tree, and Charlie agreed to keep her, quickly falling in love. She’s supposed to lead him, but it seldom works out that way. Charlie also owns a walking stick, a white one with a red tip, but he rarely unfolds it. It stays in the corner of his house or folded up in his back pocket. As blind as he is, he’s just not that blind. As for me: No, I’ll not weep: I have full cause of weeping, but this heart shall break into a hundred thousand flaws or ere I’ll weep.

Charlie found the edge of the dock and lowered himself to the guide wire. Starting to pull himself across the forty yards of water to his home, with Georgia swimming close alongside, he turned and asked, “You still having that dream?”

“Yeah.”

“You figured out what it means?”

“Not really.”

“You need an interpreter?”

“Think you can?”

Charlie shook his head. “No, but if you sleep any less, you’ll turn into an owl.”

“Thanks.”

Charlie smiled, treading water. “Well, every time I get up to pee during the night, I can hear you over here tinkering with something.”

“Yeah . . . well, school taught me a few things, and how to live without sleep was one of them.”

“Yeah, but that ain’t healthy. It’s twisted.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I don’t know how she ever put up with you.”

“Thanks. Don’t let that shark bite you.”

Charlie hummed the theme song to Jaws and began pulling again. He wanted to say more, I knew, but he let it go. It was often what Charlie didn’t say that spoke the loudest.
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